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 Prologue 
 
    Humanity stands on the brink of annihilation. Earth has been overrun by monsters, spawned by the six towers that appeared eighty years ago. Each tower pierces through the heavens; they are taller than any structure created by humankind, and invulnerable to any attack. 
 
      
 
    Demons run rampant through cities, their infernal flames dyeing the planet red. Mount Everest is now the territory of a dragon, and the very oceans burn with hellfire. Earth has been transformed into an inhospitable landscape. There are no survivors. 
 
      
 
    Except, of course, for the strongest of the ascenders; people who entered the tower long ago, seeking riches and power. They are the strongest humanity has to offer, yet even they couldn’t prevent the catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    The tower is made up of many floors, and after eighty years have passed, only a single floor remains to be conquered. If it is, the towers will disappear, and earth can be salvaged and humanity rebuilt. And yet, the last ascenders have already given up hope. They have attempted many times to beat the last floor, only to fail miserably, losing countless lives. 
 
      
 
    Only one ascender hadn’t fallen into despair. A man with the appearance of a teenager, with blond hair and emerald green eyes. Roy, the champion of light. He wore a set of white armor shining with holy yellow light. In his hands was the most powerful weapon ever acquired in the tower, a divine-grade sword. Without it, he was one of the strongest ascenders, and with it, he towered above them all. 
 
     
 
    On the final floor, Roy stood atop a small hill, overlooking the remaining ninety-nine ascenders. They were separated into three groups. The Chinese and Russians formed one, India and Africa another, and Europe and the United States the last. Some sat on the ground, their eyes unfocused, while others stared aimlessly into the distance. All of them shared one thing in common: their eyes were dead. 
 
      
 
    A pure yellow light flickered in the depths of Roy’s eyes. He raised his divine-grade sword and activated one of its skills. A pulse of yellow energy burst out from Roy, covering the ascenders in its light, granting them considerable buffs to their damage and stats. The ascenders glanced up at Roy, wondering what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone!” Roy spoke, his voice calm and even, filled with an unbending will. “We are the last of humanity. There are only a hundred of us left, and yet, we are still alive, are we not?” 
 
      
 
    A black man with white tattoos stood up, a machete in his hands. The man glanced around with a sneer. “Does it look like we are living to you? We have found a hiding spot from the demons for now, but how long will that last?” 
 
      
 
    Roy disregarded the man and continued. “I propose we fight Baal one more time.” 
 
      
 
    An Indian woman with the tattoo of a red phoenix on her forehead shot to her feet. “Fight Baal? Are you crazy? He is a hero-grade raid boss.” 
 
      
 
    All of the ascenders were dismissive of Roy, except for one, an elderly Chinese man with a long ponytail. He slowly stood up and planted his spear into the ground. “Roy, what do you mean by ‘we’?” 
 
      
 
    Roy turned to the elder and bowed slightly, a respectful smile on his face. This man had once been the strongest ascender alive, named Shenlong, Mandarin for rising dragon. That changed when Roy acquired the divine-grade sword. “Elder Shenlong, I mean exactly what I say.” 
 
      
 
    Roy stood straight and glanced around. “It is unfortunate that the last world war divided us so. Europe and the United States, China and Russia, India and Africa. Three factions. It is true that Baal has defeated us time and time again, but were we, humanity, truly fighting him at our strongest?” 
 
      
 
    Shenlong’s eyes narrowed, a grin tugging at his lips. The eyes of the other ascenders lit up with realization. Right. The times they fought Baal had been with their own factions. Now, due to unfortunate circumstances, they had banded together. 
 
      
 
    Roy pointed at the Indian woman. “We have Amara, the strongest mage humanity has to offer.” 
 
      
 
    Amara raised her finger; a terrifyingly white ball of fire appearing above it. “Baal might use hellfire, but when he gets a taste of my spells, he shrieks.” 
 
      
 
    Roy turned to face a petite woman with curly brown hair. “And then there’s Carly, the greatest healer.” 
 
      
 
    A Chinese man shot to his feet. “I am the greatest healer humanity has to offer!” 
 
      
 
    Carly and the Chinese man glared at each other, trying to best the other. Roy chuckled. “Fei Hong, I haven’t forgotten about you. Indeed, I misspoke. Whether you or Carly is better is hard to say. She specializes in single-target healing, while you specialize in area of effect healing.” 
 
      
 
    Roy pointed at a young man wearing a massive shield. “We have Jason, the cockroach who never dies!” 
 
      
 
    Jason frowned, irritated at the title others had thrust upon him. Regardless, he stood up and slammed his shield into the ground. “I can tank Baal for five minutes by myself.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Roy was about to point out another person, a thin black man stood up. His appearance was strange. Sometimes he looked young, other times old. “I am the champion of Alister, the god of tricks. My illusions can even fool a hero-grade raid boss!” 
 
      
 
    “I am the best archer humanity has to offer!” 
 
      
 
    One ascender after another stood up and called out their specialty. After everyone stood up, their eyes blazing, Shenlong moved. He strode up to Roy, his spear at his side. Everyone grew tense, but Roy just gazed at Shenlong, his eyes calm. 
 
      
 
    Shenlong stopped in front of Roy and held out his free hand. “China stand with you!” 
 
      
 
    Roy smiled. He grabbed Shenlong’s hand and raised it into the air. “Baal will fall this day!” 
 
      
 
    “Death to Baal!” 
 
      
 
    The greatest force humanity had to offer was created. For many years, they had fought against each other, whether for loot or because of the affiliations with their countries. Now, with the fate of humanity on the line, they banded together. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t all. 
 
      
 
    An old Chinese man, so old that he seemed to be on the verge of death, stood up, his eyes glittering. His voice was raspy as he spoke. “Everyone, I may not have much combat potential, but I am a decent blacksmith. Let me repair your equipment.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone ran towards the Chinese man, their eyes burning. This man was the champion of Brundo, the god of professions. Long had China had a monopoly on him. For years, China had boasted the greatest equipment forged by humankind, and it was all due to this elder. His name was Su Long. Normally when a blacksmith repaired equipment, it would just restore its durability. However, when Su Long repaired equipment, it buffed the stats of the equipment temporarily. 
 
      
 
    Roy stood on the hill as he watched everyone gather around Su Long. Next to him, Shenlong sighed heavily. “It is unfortunate that Abel and Jafari have passed. We could have used them.” 
 
      
 
    “Alas.” Roy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Abel was the best cook. His food provided an overwhelming boost to stats, albeit temporarily. Jafari was an alchemist who could make the strongest potions. With them, they would have had a greater chance at killing Baal. Unfortunately, they had died not long ago. 
 
      
 
    When everyone was prepared, they set out. The last floor was what everyone imagined hell to be. The sky was filled with flames, and the ground was hundreds of degrees. If not for their superhuman bodies, they would have melted on the spot.  
 
      
 
    As they made their way to Baal, they encountered numerous demons. They were no match for humanity’s last stand. Only Baal could stop their advance. They pierced through the armies of hell with unstoppable momentum. 
 
      
 
    Soon, they arrived before Baal’s fortress. It was made out of some black material that only Roy’s divine-grade sword could damage. This fortress couldn’t be destroyed, so they could only enter through the front entrance. Surprisingly, the fortress was completely empty. They met no resistance as they headed deeper inside. When they arrived before the room where Baal was located, the doors were already open, as if welcoming them in. A deep, rumbling voice echoed from inside. “Humanity’s last stand, huh? Come. Come inside and be slaughtered like the cattle you are.” 
 
      
 
    In response, everyone stepped forward, already in formation. Everyone who had buffs cast them. The tanks moved forward, the healers were protected, and the casters got into position. They were all elites, veterans among veterans. Even though they had just banded together, they had fought each other over the past decades and knew what each other’s strengths and weaknesses were. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they entered the massive room, the doors behind them swung shut. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
     
 
    After several hours of intense fighting, only five humans were left. They were above superhuman, possessing abilities beyond their peers. It was no wonder they were the last ones standing. All of them possessed courageous spirits and didn’t fear death. No, they laughed at it. 
 
      
 
    Even so, Baal was just too strong. Jason, the greatest cockroach, fell first, protecting his allies from a devastating attack. Shenlong fell after him, his body consumed by black hellfire. Fei Hong and Carly, the last healers, died, vaporized by Baal’s most devastating spell.  A single man stood before his foe, his breath ragged. He looked around and found his companions dead. The comrades and foes he had spent the past six decades with were dead. Mutilated beyond recognition. He fought back his tears and focused on the demon before him, the leader of hell. 
 
      
 
    “Baal!” He screamed hoarsely. The powerful flames of hell invaded his body. His internal organs were a mess. He wouldn’t live for long. 
 
      
 
    “Human!” Baal roared with anger, his voice booming. The puny humans were weak, but each one he killed left him more wounded than before. He was on his last stand. Even so, he was a king of hell. He would kill the human before him and recover his wounds. 
 
      
 
    Roy coughed up a mouthful of black blood. Tiny black flames could be seen within the blood. The light began to fade from Roy’s eyes. He was dying. 
 
      
 
    Even as he was on the verge of death, he summoned the last of his willpower to force himself forward. His walk turned into a jog, then a sprint. He charged towards Baal and activated his most powerful skill. Somehow, his sword managed to plant itself in Baal’s heart. The skill activated and Baal’s torso burst apart. 
 
      
 
    Baal collapsed to the ground and clutched his chest. “Human… you… you…” 
 
      
 
    Roy leaned against his sword to keep himself upright. He watched as the foe who had killed all of his comrades died. Relieved, he slowly closed his eyes. Just then, a voice filled the world. “The trial has been passed!” 
 
      
 
    Surprised, Roy glanced up and saw a white figure standing before him. The figure was shrouded in white light. He couldn’t make out the person’s features, but he was sure it was a man. The man’s voice was soft. “Congratulations on passing the trial.” 
 
      
 
    Roy was filled with a rage beyond any other. He struggled to raise his hand and pointed at the man. “You! You are the one behind this!” 
 
      
 
    The man ignored Roy’s accusation and continued. “You have one wish.” 
 
      
 
    Roy paused and quelled his rage. He was on the verge of death and too tired to be angry. If there was one wish, it would be... 
 
      
 
    As he was about to open his mouth, he suddenly collapsed to the ground. In the end, Baal’s flames were too strong.  
 
      
 
    The man watched callously as Roy died. Just as the man was about to dissipate, there was an audible groan. 
 
      
 
    Among the hundred corpses, Jason suddenly twitched. It was possible to see his wounds recover with the naked eye. After minutes turned into hours, Jason’s eyes snapped open. He stood up with a start and looked around. “Huh? Where’s Baal?” 
 
      
 
    Jason looked down at his feet and found a bunch of corpses. “They’re dead… all dead...” 
 
      
 
    He clenched his hands. “Am I really the last human remaining?” 
 
      
 
    Tears fell from his eyes as he fell to his knees and mourned. “If you’re dead, what will I do? I’m useless. Just a guy who knows how to survive.” 
 
      
 
    He struggled to his feet and roamed around the room. He found Baal’s corpse and gave it a few kicks. “Damn demon! If it wasn’t because I had an insane recovery ability, I would have died by your flames.” 
 
      
 
    After satisfying himself, he found Roy’s corpse not too far from Baal. He walked up to Roy and crouched down. With a heavy sigh, he closed Roy’s eyes. “Rest in peace, hero among heroes. Without you, humanity would never have lasted this long.” 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced at Roy’s sword and hesitated. A moment later, he brought the sword against his neck and closed his eyes. A minute passed as he stood there motionless. His eyes suddenly snapped open. “AHHHHH!” 
 
      
 
    Even as he screamed, the sword never moved. With a defeated laugh, the sword fell to the ground with a clang. “I don’t even have the courage to kill myself.” 
 
      
 
    He looked up and saw a white figure staring at him. Alarmed, he took up a defensive posture. He was ready to flee at any moment. “Who’re you?!” 
 
      
 
    The white figure asked calmly. “What do you wish for?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Wish?” Jason’s thoughts spun rapidly. He looked down at Baal’s corpse and realized that with his death, the last floor of the tower had been cleared. Unexpectedly, this figure was offering him a wish as a reward. 
 
      
 
    The white figure watched patiently. Jason looked down at Roy’s corpse and came to a conclusion. “I wish for the complete resurrection of humanity! And not the undead type of resurrection!” 
 
      
 
    “It shall be done.” The white figure waved his hand. 
 
      
 
    Jason watched with tears of happiness. A minute passed, and yet nothing happened. “Did you… did you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough energy.” The white figure replied. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?!” Jason was stunned. “You asked me for a wish and yet you couldn’t complete it?” 
 
      
 
    “Access to master has been cut off. Energy reserves are not enough to satisfy your request.” The white figure explained. 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit! The reward for clearing the tower should be whatever wish I wanted, right? And yet you’re saying you can’t fulfill it!?” Jason was incensed. He blurted out all sorts of swear words and insults. 
 
      
 
    The white figure’s face was placid as Jason vented his rage. After a minute, the white figure asked again. “What do you wish for?” 
 
      
 
    “The complete revival of humanity, damn it!” Jason repeated. 
 
      
 
    The white figure shook his head. “Not enough energy.” 
 
      
 
    “AHHHH!” Jason grabbed his head in frustration. “Damn it all!” 
 
      
 
    He collapsed to the ground and looked over at Roy. “What would you do, Roy?” 
 
      
 
    Even though they never got along, deep inside, he felt profound respect for Roy. No matter what Roy encountered, he never gave up. That alone was admirable, and yet that was just a single trait. Roy was the perfect hero. He extended a helping hand to all, placed others before himself, and never stopped working hard. 
 
      
 
    With renewed determination, Jason stood up and glared at the white figure. “I want to go back in time to before the towers arrived!” 
 
      
 
    “It shall be done.” The white figure waved his hand. 
 
      
 
    This time, Jason felt his vision fade to black. His soul was whisked away and sent through time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 2 
 
    Jason felt weightless as an explosion of light blinded him. Squinting, he could just barely make out the scenes of his life, except that they were playing in reverse. The battle with Baal, the other demons, undead, dragons, devils… countless battles flashed by in mere seconds. Realizing what was going on, Jason was delighted. It’s working. I’m really going back to before the towers arrived. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the scenes grew slower and began to fade in and out. Before Jason could understand what was going on, everything went black. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s going on? Why’d you stop?” 
 
      
 
    Opening his eyes, Jason found himself in a familiar dimly lit tunnel. The pungent smell of goblins was in the air. Strong body odor and piss. Turning towards the voice, Jason recognized a long-forgotten face. His eyes widened in shock. “Freddy?!” 
 
      
 
    Freddy? Why is he calling me by my nickname? Fred frowned. “Yeah, what?” 
 
      
 
    To his side, Angela rebuked, “You’re the tank, you need to pay attention at all times. Stay focused on your front. What if a group of goblins came right now?” 
 
      
 
    Stunned, Jason turned his head and saw Angela, and next to her was George. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you gone crazy?” Fred pointed a finger at his head. 
 
      
 
    Jason inspected his hands. No calluses? I really have gone back in time, but why is it like this? 
 
      
 
    After the shock subsided, Jason’s thoughts began to spin rapidly. He couldn’t be more familiar with the tower, or with the people in front of him. He was currently on the first floor of the tower. It was made up of underground tunnels and was home to thousands of goblins. If he recalled correctly, then right now, he was undergoing a trial run.  
 
      
 
    Fred, George, and Angela were assigned as his teammates with Angela being the examiner. Her duty was to teach and guide him and to see if he had any potential. They all belonged to the ‘Battleshields’ association, a bottom of the barrel guild who only delved through the lower floors. If they hadn’t recently lowered their standards, they would never have accepted a twenty-eight-year old. Wait, that means the towers have been here for twenty years already! 
 
      
 
    Why was this happening? Didn’t he wish to return to before the towers arrived? Then why was his wish off by twenty years? He recalled the words of the white figure. ‘Not enough energy’. Did that mean there wasn’t even enough energy to complete his wish? God dammit! 
 
      
 
    Jason clenched his hands. His goal was to prevent as many deaths as possible by returning to the past. After the towers arrived, they would occasionally release waves of monsters to attack earth. At first it wasn’t so bad, but as the decades passed, they grew harder and harder to defeat. Humanity started to suffer serious losses after twenty-five years. That meant he had to clear the tower in less than five years. It took eighty years to clear it last time, and everybody but him had died! How was he to do it so quickly? 
 
      
 
    George rolled his eyes after seeing Jason’s pale face. “Look how afraid he is. I’m afraid he isn’t worth our guild’s time, Angela.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” Fred nodded. “Let’s go back.” 
 
      
 
    Angela furrowed her brows. Damn it. Is this the level of talent our guild can attract nowadays? Ever since our guild master died on the middle floors, everything went to shit. After gathering her thoughts, she sighed heavily. “Fine. Let’s go back.” 
 
      
 
    Fred walked up to Jason and extended his hand. “Give us our equipment back.” 
 
      
 
    Jason took a deep breath after gathering his thoughts. It wasn’t like he could travel through time at will. He had no choice but to accept his current circumstances. Time was short, so he had to grow as strong as possible before humanity started to suffer casualties. Seeing Fred’s extended hand, he grew confused. 
 
      
 
    “What? You didn’t think you’d get to keep the equipment we gave you, right?” Fred started to grow angry. “Quickly, hand it over.” 
 
      
 
    Jason hadn’t been paying attention earlier, so he didn’t hear their conversation. “Did I fail?” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, you’re a piece of trash.” George commented with a look of disdain. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Angela gave George a look. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, no problem.” Jason didn’t care about the comment from some kid. He was a veteran among veterans. If he got angry with someone sixty years younger than him, he’d be embarrassed. He took off his iron helmet, chestplate, platelegs, shield, and sword before handing it over. They were the cheapest of equipment; something only low-level guilds would hand their new members. Top guilds would hand their members enchanted gear, not this trash. As far as Jason was concerned, it would be the same whether he had it or not. 
 
      
 
    “And the ring.” Fred said after storing the equipment in his inventory ring. 
 
      
 
    Jason stared at Fred. “This is given to everyone by the tower as a gift. This is my property, not yours.” 
 
      
 
    George chuckled. “This guy, he probably wants to sell it for a few thousand bucks. Maybe that was his plan all along?” 
 
      
 
    There were a few cases of people entering the tower just so they could acquire an inventory ring and sell it for a quick buck. 
 
      
 
    Just as Fred was about to speak further, Angela cut him off. “Forget it, let’s just go.” 
 
      
 
    Fred shrugged. Together, Angela, Fred, and George began to head down the tunnel towards the location of the portal leading out of the tower. After a minute, Angela turned around after noticing that they were missing a person. “Uh, where did Jason go?” 
 
      
 
    Fred scratched his cheek. “Crap...” 
 
      
 
    George snorted. “Good riddance.” 
 
      
 
    Angela groaned. “If the outside hears we couldn’t protect a trial taker, our reputation will be ruined.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” George suddenly grimaced. If that were to happen, our guild would be finished. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go! We might still find him before the goblins do.” Angela dashed madly down the tunnel, followed by George and Fred. However, even after an hour of searching, they couldn’t find Jason. They had no choice but to give up. 
 
      
 
    Fred kicked the ground. “Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    Angela felt guilty for not paying attention earlier. If she had, she might have prevented a meaningless death. As she recalled Jason’s pale face, her mood worsened.  
 
      
 
    George whispered. “Let’s keep this a secret among ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Fred agreed with a grim face. 
 
      
 
    “Not possible.” Angela shook her head. “His family will investigate once he goes missing. Soon enough, the trail will lead to our guild.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Then aren’t we finished?” George clenched his hands. Maybe it's time to leave this trash guild. With my talent, I could easily join a mid-tier guild. 
 
      
 
    Everyone had different thoughts as they left the tower.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Jason himself was alive and well. After quietly leaving Angela’s group, he made his way through the first floor. Even though he had no equipment, he was still confident. If he couldn’t even deal with some little goblins, his life would have been a joke. 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced at his finger, finding a grey ring. This was called an inventory ring, and was gifted to every person who entered the tower. It was the lowest quality inventory ring, but even so it was invaluable. Inside the ring was an independent space capable of storing items. With a single thought, you could store or retrieve anything, as long as it fit inside. 
 
      
 
    After a quick inspection, all he found was three days’ worth of food, a wallet, and a phone. When he thought back to how—just minutes earlier and decades into the future—he’d had the best quality inventory ring stocked with top-grade items and equipment, he couldn’t help but realize how low he had fallen.  
 
      
 
    Status. With a thought, a transparent screen appeared which only he could see. When one entered the tower, the very essence of their being would be fundamentally changed. For example, if Jason was shot in the head by a gun, he would be completely fine as long as his health didn’t drop to 0. The most he would take was some damage. As Jason saw his pitiful stats, he sighed. He felt as blind as a bat. No longer did he have superhuman stats, capable of sensing everything around him. His vision was mediocre and his hearing was muffled. I forgot how weak humans are. 
 
      
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jason 
  
      	  Title: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Age: 28 
  
      	  Race: Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 1 
  
      	  Stat Points: 0 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 125/125 
  
      	  Health Regeneration: .50/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 140/140 
  
      	  Stamina Regeneration: .56/s 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 13 
  
      	  Vitality: 25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 13 
  
      	  Endurance: 28 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tenacity: 11 
  
      	  Fortitude: 12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    As Jason was taking a look at his stats, the sound of footsteps could be heard from around the corner. He quickly closed his status screen and grasped at his waist, but found nothing. Looking down in surprise, he found that he was missing his shield and sword. He remembered that he didn’t have any equipment; he had reached for them out of habit. 
 
      
 
    Three goblins appeared around the corner. They spotted Jason as soon as he saw them. A goblin was a frail green creature that reached up to four feet tall. They were like small children, but that’s where the comparison ended. They had yellow eyes, long narrow ears, and jagged teeth. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin - Level 1 
  Health: 50/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Each goblin wielded a dull rusty short sword. Before Jason returned to the past, he could just stand still and not take any damage, but he was no longer the same as before. If he wasn’t careful, he might very well lose his life here. 
 
      
 
    Goblins were cowardly creatures, but their courage rose when surrounded by allies. Jason wouldn’t give them the initiative. He dashed forward, quickly appearing before the one in front. His knee collided with its chin, knocking it into the air. It collided on the ground and entered a stunned state. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  -2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason nearly fell over when he read the damage notification. 2? 2?! Just two hours ago, if he flicked a booger, he would have been able to kill a goblin, but now an all-out knee-kick dealt only 2 damage? The goblins didn’t let Jason’s slip in concentration go to waste. Two swords pierced through his stomach. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  -9 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -11 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The pain of having his stomach stabbed caused Jason to wince. He quickly chastised himself for losing focus during battle, something which only a rookie would do. Before the goblins could pull back their swords, Jason grabbed each side of their heads and knocked them against each other. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason’s eye twitched, but he didn’t slow his movements. While the goblins were dazed, he yanked the rusty short swords from their hands and took a quick look at their stats. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Crude) Rusty Iron Short Sword 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage: 10 
  Requirements: 5 Strength 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Good enough. The two goblins shrieked in a foreign language when their weapons were stolen. Jason’s movements were smooth as butter as he slid each sword across the goblins’ necks. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -13 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Much better. Jason smirked. The two goblins recoiled as green blood sprayed out of their necks. Jason twisted his chest, dodging the path of the blood. Normally such a wound would be fatal, but the tower had different rules than reality. Unless it was a skill that afflicted the bleed status, wounds wouldn’t bleed. Only a little blood would spray out. That was why Jason didn’t care about the two holes in his stomach. He was already used to the tower’s rules. However, a newb who had just entered the tower would probably grow scared and lose their life during the battle. 
 
      
 
    Before Jason could attack further, the goblin who had been knocked to the ground stood up and attacked. Jason parried with one sword while plunging the other into its eye. It shrieked in pain while staggering backwards. 
 
      
 
    All three goblins looked in horror at Jason. Their previous confidence was replaced by fear and a desire to run. Jason wouldn’t let them. He swiped out with his sword, sweeping them off their feet. The goblins fell to the ground with a thud. 
 
      
 
    Jason changed to a backhanded grip and stabbed into the nearest goblin’s chest. It shrieked in pain as hole after hole appeared in its chest. A mere second later it dispersed into motes of light as copper coins landed on the ground with a clang. 
 
      
 
    The other two goblins whimpered from the pain. One tried crawling away, but Jason pinned it against the floor with his foot before finishing it off. The last one quivered in fear as it too was finished off. 
 
      
 
    Jason perked his ears but didn’t hear any other monsters approaching. Only then did he relax. Crouching down, he inspected his loot. 
 
      
 
    Six copper coins and leather boots. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Crude) Tattered Leather Boots 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Defense: 2 
  Requirements: 5 Vitality, 5 Endurance 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason shrugged. It was better than nothing. As he put them on, they magically changed shape to fit his foot. Another feature of the tower. The boots gave 2 armor, meaning if his feet were attacked, 2 damage would be negated. If any other part of his body was attacked, he would take full damage. 
 
      
 
    Next, he picked up the coins and stored them in his inventory ring. If he recalled correctly, during this year, each piece of copper was worth around 1$. As time passed their value would drop as more copper coins became available. Being an ascender was profitable, although risky. Plenty lost their life in this profession. 
 
      
 
    With weapons in hand, Jason began a slaughter on the first floor. Sometimes a goblin would be alone, but they were usually in groups of two to three. When he encountered another group of ascenders, he would casually nod and move on. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, his stomach rumbled pitifully. After finding a safe spot to rest in a tunnel that led to a dead end, he sat down against the wall and took out a sandwich, some fruit, and a bottle of water from his inventory ring. He ate quickly instead of enjoying the meal. The tower wasn’t a place to relax, except for a few locations. 
 
     
 
    At the same time, he opened his status screen and found that he was level 3. In but a scant few hours he had gained two levels; such speed would leave others utterly stunned. More importantly, he gained 10 stat points, 5 for each level gained. 
 
      
 
    Now was the hard part. Before he had returned to the past, his path was that of a defensive tank. Someone who would take blows for their allies. If his goal was to clear the tower as fast as possible in order to save humanity, would that path be enough? He wasn’t a genius like Roy or the other heroes, but he was a hard worker.  
 
      
 
    He was confident that if he worked hard enough, he could become just as strong as Roy had, but did he have enough time? It would probably take him over a hundred years to reach that point. To learn how to master the skills Roy had had would take time. Time he didn’t have. It was better to follow his previous path, one that he was confident in. 
 
      
 
    Even having reached this point in thought, Jason still hesitated. This decision would decide humanity’s future. He couldn’t be careless. Not now. The pressure mounted. It became stifling. It reached the point where he found it hard to breathe, and even his eyes burned. Gritting his teeth, he decided to throw caution to the wind and put 2 points into strength, 2 points into agility, 2 points into endurance, and 4 points into vitality. 
 
      
 
    He had always fantasized about a path slightly different than his own. One in which he was still a tank but dealt significant damage. It would take specific items and skills to get there, but it was possible. 
 
      
 
    Jason stood up and inspected his equipment. After hunting goblins for a few hours, he was now fully equipped in a set of tattered leather armor. It provided a meager amount of protection, but it was better than nothing. If he sold it outside the tower, it would be worth around a hundred dollars. 
 
      
 
    As Jason made his way to the location of the portal that led to the second floor, he fell deep into thought. To make my path work, I need money. Lots of it. He thought of ways to make money, but all of them required power. Power he currently didn’t have. Forget it. First I should strengthen myself. Jason paused. Wait... 
 
      
 
    The floors of the tower were large, much too large. The first floor was especially confusing. It was comprised entirely of tunnels. Guilds had long since mapped out these lower floors and sold the corresponding maps for a profit. Jason recalled that as of this time, the highest floor reached was thirty-nine. That didn’t mean that the guilds had mapped out that high, just that that was the highest floor reached. If he wanted to make money, it was simple. Sell maps of the floors. 
 
      
 
    Who was more familiar with the tower than him? He could count the number of people who did on one hand, but that was before he traveled to the past. As of this moment, Jason knew more about the tower than anybody else.  
 
      
 
    Being an ascender was an extremely risky profession, especially for the ascenders who were at the top. Having knowledge of the floors would increase their chance of survival dramatically. The top guilds kept most of the knowledge about the top floors to themselves. Only when enough people reached a floor would they sell information. 
 
      
 
    If Jason sold a map of the floors which haven’t been fully explored, how much would those rich top guilds pay? He smiled at the thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



 Chapter 4 
 
    Each floor of the tower was its own little world and existed independently from the others. At the edge of every floor was an indestructible barrier. The size of each floor varied greatly, from a city to even a country. Most important was that each floor had a theme. 
 
      
 
    The first floor was simple. Thousands of interwoven tunnels filled with goblins. The second floor was slightly more difficult than the first. It too was packed goblins and tunnels, but the weapons they wielded were more varied. Instead of just short swords, they wielded spears, shields, maces, bows, etc. For newcomer ascenders with no combat experience, this changeup made things significantly more difficult. Dealing with a few goblins was simple for modern humans; goblins were short and frail compared to a tall and strong human, but once they started using different weapons, things became harder. 
 
      
 
    To Jason, this was nothing. He’d fought against all types of weapons and monsters. He swept through the second floor without breaking a sweat. As luck would have it, he acquired a crude wooden buckler while making his way through the floor. It was a crappy shield, but a shield nonetheless. Using two short swords wasn’t uncomfortable, but using a shield was second nature to him. With it, his combat prowess immediately doubled. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later he reached the third floor. He reached level 7 after slaughtering every goblin he came across. For every level he would gain 5 stat points. His plan for stat distribution was thus: 1 to strength, 1 to agility, 1 to endurance, 2 to vitality. After several decades of research and testing, this was found to be the best stat allocation for a tank. 
 
      
 
    Jason felt a strong sense of familiarity when he inspected his surroundings. If he were to rank which floors he was most intimate with, the third floor would definitely rank among the top five. The first time around, Jason had passed the trial to become a Battleshields guild member. For a few years he was tasked with farming the third floor for materials. It was only after the Battleshields guild disbanded that he started to climb the floors. 
 
      
 
    He was in a giant cavern filled with ravines. Beams of light fell down from holes in the ceiling, giving a bit of light. Attached to the walls of the cave was wooden scaffolding reaching multiple stories high. An incredibly complex system of pulleys and ropes could be seen connected to the scaffolding. 
 
      
 
    The air smelled of metal; mainly copper and iron. The sound of clanging echoed off the cavern walls, along with the shrieking of goblins. Indeed, the goblins had a major operation underway. The third floor was a massive underground mine packed with the little creatures. 
 
      
 
    For low-level guilds, the third floor was incredibly profitable. There was a special monster here called ‘goblin miner’ which had a chance of dropping copper, tin, or iron ore upon its death. These low-level guilds had multiple teams assigned here to hunt goblin miners and sell the drops to corporations on the outside. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t apparent at first, but the towers were a goldmine. An infinite amount of materials could be brought out; wood, iron, copper, tin, coal, steel, mithril, etc. Now that two decades have passed since the arrival of the towers, a complex economy had formed around the tower. The materials were farmed by guilds and purchased by governments and corporations. And that was just for materials. Skills books, equipment, pets, mounts, and land within the tower were much more expensive. Much more. 
 
      
 
    All of these thoughts spun through Jason’s head as he glanced around. He stood on top of the scaffolding and got a good look at the cavern. Already he could see teams from different guilds fighting goblins for their loot. He even recognized some of them. 
 
      
 
    Competition between guilds was fierce inside the tower. There was no oversight here; no government, no military, no police. In the beginning, because things were so profitable, there had been countless fights between teams, leading to innumerable deaths. Eventually the guilds came to an agreement and farmed in designated locations only. But not all locations were equal. Some spots had rare spawns, more drops, better terrain, etc.  
 
      
 
    To prevent further fighting, the guilds decided that there would be a competition every month. Once a month, the guilds would gather together and compete against each other. The guild that won first place was allowed to pick first from the plethora of farming locations. The second guild was next, and so on and so forth. The weaker guilds could only complain inwardly. Of course, only the low-tier guilds fought over the farming spots on the third floor. The mid-tier, upper-tier, and top-tier guilds didn’t care at all.  
 
      
 
    As Jason’s thoughts reached this point, he couldn’t help but frown. If he started killing goblins here, there would inevitably be conflict between him and the guilds. He was much too weak to be a threat to even low-tier guilds at the moment, so in the end he decided to skip this floor and head to the next one. 
 
      
 
    He received glares as he passed by farming teams. Only after seeing his crappy equipment did they give a disdainful smirk before ignoring him. He knew what they were thinking. When the towers arrived, professions such as blacksmithing exploded in popularity, especially because outside weapons weren’t allowed into the tower. If you tried to enter the tower with a gun, you would be kicked out via teleportation. 
 
      
 
    As a result, as the years passed, blacksmiths became increasingly desired. They now made just as much money as top ascenders. As the skill level of blacksmiths rose, they were able to craft better equipment than the equipment dropped on the lower floors. For someone like Jason who wore goblin equipment, it meant two things: he was dirt poor and had no guild. Why would these farming teams worry about a newbie like him? 
 
      
 
    Jason thought he might be yelled at for encroaching on these teams’ territory, but his equipment led to him being ignored. He only shrugged in response. Better this than getting into pointless arguments. 
 
      
 
    Just as Jason was about to enter through the portal to the fourth floor, the cavern suddenly shook. Pieces of rock fell from the ceiling and crashed into the ground, with some even killing a few goblins. The shaking died down a moment later, but not before a roar echoed through the cavern. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Jason paused. He recognized the roar. It came from a rare monster called a rock golem. While the goblins were mining, they would occasionally wake up an earth elemental. An elemental was an unintelligent creature of nature, and the rock golem was of the earth attribute. If he recalled correctly, the rock golem that spawned here was a novice grade field boss. 
 
      
 
    Monsters were categorized by two things: their rank and grade. The ranks went from common, elite, field boss, to raid boss. The grades went from trainee, beginner, novice, apprentice, veteran, expert, master, grandmaster, to hero. The goblins Jason had fought were trainee common monsters while the rock golem that just spawned was a novice field boss. The two couldn’t even be compared. 
 
      
 
    Jason remembered that news of a rock golem spawning spread on the day he had passed his trial. The farming teams on the third floor tried fighting the rock golem, but even with all of them combined they were no match for it. In the end, an ascender from a higher floor killed it. 
 
      
 
    Just as Jason was about to leave this mess behind by entering the portal, he froze. Wait, the rock golem drops an incredibly rare skill for tanks. If I pass this up… 
 
      
 
    He clenched his hands as he fell into thought. As of this moment he was incredibly weak. Even if he did manage to kill the rock golem, would the farming teams let him leave with the loot? He was alone, while they were many. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll check it out at least.” He turned around and made his way over to the rock golem. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    During the process of mining, the goblin miners had created numerous rooms in the cavern walls. In one such room, a group of goblin miners were swinging their pickaxes tirelessly. Each time the pickaxe made contact with the wall, a little bit would chip away. Each collision would make a soft clang. The goblin miners had gotten used to such sounds. 
 
      
 
    Among the numerous clangs, one suddenly sounded different. A goblin miner felt his arms vibrate from the collision. It was like he hit an indestructible wall, and he could even see a crack in his pickaxe. His face lit up with excitement as he called out to his brothers. All of the nearby goblin miners gathered around and inspected the cracked pickaxe. The only reason why it would break was because it encountered something it couldn’t damage. That meant a high-quality ore! 
 
      
 
    The group of goblins swiveled their heads to take a look at the wall, only to freeze in shock. A face stared back at them. Embedded in the wall was a pair of hollow eyes. It glanced around the room before taking a close look at the pickaxes in the goblin’s hands. As if it understood what the goblins were doing, the room began to tremble. Two hands extended out of the wall and grabbed a pair of goblins before they could react.  
 
      
 
    “Eeekkk!” The hands clenched tightly, and with a pop, the two goblins exploded. The rest of the goblins staggered backwards in horror. 
 
      
 
    What followed the two hands were a pair of arms, then a head, a torso, and finally two legs. A creature made of rock towered high above the puny goblins. The goblins turned and fled. The golem let out a deep, booming bellow and chased after its prey. The goblins ran haphazardly in every direction, so the golem could only stomp a single goblin to death. 
 
      
 
    It looked around the cavern, only to see a massive mining project underway. It could see thousands of goblins, hacking away at its home. The golem trembled in rage. As if the cavern and the golem were one, the entire floor began to tremble. Bits of the ceiling broke off, sending numerous boulders crashing into the ground. Several goblins died instantly, and some of the scaffolding broke apart. 
 
      
 
    Just as it was about to go tear down the scaffolding, a group of humans appeared before it. Their eyes showed no fear like the goblins, but were filled with greed and anticipation. This group of humans was a team from the Quicksilver guild. They were close by when they heard the golem roar and were the first to arrive. 
 
      
 
    The team leader, Andy, shouted anxiously. “Quick, let’s kill this rock golem!” 
 
      
 
    “Andy, t-that’s a field boss. Are you sure we can kill it?” A black-haired youth trembled as he read the screen above the rock golem. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Field Boss) Rock Golem - Level 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 1,000/1,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Andy knew more than the rest of his team. Unlike them, he’d been farming on the third floor for over two years now. He could count the number of times the rock golem appeared on one hand. By the time he’d arrived, there were already plenty of other teams fighting it. But this time he was actually the first to arrive. This was his lucky chance to get promoted! 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, look at its health!” Andy didn’t want to waste time explaining. 
 
      
 
    The black-haired youth took a closer look at the rock golem’s health.  “Ah? Why is it so low?” 
 
      
 
    Andy was also confused as to why a field boss’ health was so low, but he didn’t have time to worry about it as he could already see another team approaching. “Quickly, kill it before the other teams arrive!” 
 
      
 
    The other members of Andy’s team were excited at the prospect of getting loot from a field boss, so they rushed into battle. The black-haired youth drew back his bow and released an arrow. With a soft clang, the arrow bounced off the rock golem. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  -0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Huh?” The black-haired youth could hardly believe his eyes. That wasn’t a regular arrow, but one backed by his skill ‘power shot’. It increased the damage of an attack by 25%. Even with that he dealt zero damage? 
 
     
 
    Andy saw the zero-damage notification as he ran up to the golem’s feet. He shouted in frustration. “Use a skill next time!” 
 
      
 
    The black-haired youth felt aggrieved. “I did!” 
 
      
 
    Andy used the skill he was most proud of. He had used three months of pay to purchase ‘deadly blow’ from a merchant guild. It was what allowed him to become the leader of his team. When he saw the zero-damage notification, his heart leapt up to his throat. “How high is its armor?!” 
 
      
 
    The golem didn’t feel a thing from the attacks, but that didn’t stop it from getting angry. It raised its foot and prepared to squish Andy. Andy jumped out of the way just as the foot smashed into the ground. A shockwave rippled outwards, knocking him off his feet. He felt the wind knock out of him as he hit the ground. He could only watch as the golem reached down to pick him up. Andy wanted to move, but he couldn’t find the strength to. 
 
      
 
    Just then, a ball of fire collided against the golem’s face. The golem stiffened before turning its attention towards a human garbed in robes. Andy calmed his breathing and fled. Only when he was a safe distance away did he look back. The person who saved me was Richard? Richard belonged to the Farcry guild. The Farcry guild had a decent chance to win first place in the monthly competition on the third floor. They were one of the strongest low-tier guilds. 
 
      
 
    Damn. Andy clenched his teeth. He knew he had no chance of getting the loot from the field boss now that Richard was here. Richard was an incredibly strong fire mage. Andy had personally fought against Richard in the competition and suffered greatly at his hands. Andy’s teammates gathered around him.  
 
      
 
    The black-haired youth exclaimed. “Is this boss broken or something? Why can’t we deal any damage?” 
 
      
 
    Andy was the most experienced among his team, so he explained. “It’s an earth elemental, so it has naturally high armor, and because it’s a field boss, it's even more exaggerated.” 
 
      
 
    The black-haired youth’s face lit up with realization. “I see! But isn’t this only the third floor? Shouldn’t we at least be able to deal some damage?” 
 
      
 
    Andy shook his head in defeat. “A field boss is stronger than I imagined. I’m afraid only people on Richard’s level can damage it.” 
 
      
 
    Richard cast another fireball. It flew through the air and exploded on the golem’s chest, knocking it back a step. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -0 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Andy’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when he saw the damage screen. “Even Richard can’t damage it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hahaha!” A condescending laugh rang through the cavern. A female youth arrived, flanked by three people. She wore blue robes and held a gnarled staff in her hands. “Richard, is that the best you can do?” 
 
      
 
    Richard gritted his teeth in shame and anger. The girl was his biggest rival, Ashley. They became ascenders around the same time and constantly fought in the competition. Their record against each other was 3-3. To put on such a pitiful performance before his rival caused him to turn red in embarrassment. He could only spit out. “Try it yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Ashley’s eyes twinkled as she flicked her fingers. A stream of water appeared around her, forming a whip. ‘Water whip’ was her strongest spell. It had already reached the beginner grade, increasing its damage dramatically. The whip flew forwards and flicked the golem’s head. This time it was knocked two steps back. 
 
      
 
    “Heh.” Ashley had a look of victory on her face. Richard only knocked it back a step, but she knocked it back two steps. Only when she read the zero-damage screen did her expression falter. 
 
      
 
    “Hahaha!” Richard’s laughter rang out through the cavern. Seeing his rival knock the golem back two steps caused his mood to sour, but when he saw the zero-damage screen, he was instead delighted. 
 
      
 
    “This boss is broken, damn!” Ashley cried out in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    The golem roared out in anger. It made its way towards the humans surrounding it, but it was too slow compared to them. It only ended up being kited around the cavern. Over ten teams had arrived by now. All of the people with ranged skills and spells attacked relentlessly, but none of them dealt any damage. 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes, Andy shouted in frustration. “This is a waste of time, screw this!” 
 
      
 
    He commanded his team to go back to farming. Even Richard and Ashley dealt no damage, much less him. A bunch of teams seemed to wake up to reality after they saw Andy’s team leave. They had been blinded by greed, but now they saw that it was hopeless. Only Richard’s and Ashley’s teams remained behind. 
 
      
 
    Richard and Ashley stood side by side as their team’s tanks kited the rock golem. Both Richard and Ashley were each grasping a necklace in their hands. It was the necklace of communication. The necklace allowed one to communicate with others, as long as a few conditions were met. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Richard and Ashley gave each other a smirk. “Want to bet who will get it?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely my older sister!” Ashley raised her chin proudly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmph, we’ll see about that.” 
 
      
 
    Both Richard and Ashley belonged to top low-tier guilds. Their guilds could just barely afford to hand out a few necklaces of communication to their members. Both of them knew just how valuable a field boss was, especially a rarer one like the rock golem. Even if they couldn’t kill it, sending this information to their guild would give them a bit of contribution. 
 
      
 
    Ashley’s older sister was the guild master of her guild, while Richard was the most talented person in his guild. The only problem was that he had only been an ascender for less than a year, so his position in the guild was low. In terms of backing, Ashley was more formidable than him. Most likely, the guild master of Purity, Ashley’s guild, would arrive personally.  
 
     
 
    “Just you two are left, huh?” A voice came from beside Richard and Ashley. 
 
      
 
    Richard and Ashley turned towards the voice, only to see a man in shabby, low-quality gear. They immediately determined that the man was guildless and broke. Even though their positions and backing were vastly different, Ashley gave a few words of warning. “Be careful, that’s a field boss, it’s much stronger than a goblin.” 
 
      
 
    Jason had just arrived after hurrying over, only to see two teams left. As he saw the tanks kiting the rock golem without fighting it and the necklaces around Richard and Ashley’s necks, he immediately understood what was going on. I have about ten minutes, should be enough. 
 
     
 
    Jason cracked his neck as he strode forward. Ashley was startled. “Hey, didn’t you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Let him be.” Richard snorted. He already looked down on Jason for his gear, but now that Jason had ignored his rival, Ashley, Richard felt personally attacked. He couldn’t wait to see Jason be smacked to death. 
 
      
 
    Hm, two short swords will be better than using a shield for this fight. Jason stored his shield and took out the short sword that he’d saved before looking up at the golem. It stood twenty feet high and had thick rocky limbs. Its strengths were immense physical power and high armor. Its weaknesses were its slow speed and the joints in its limbs. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes flashed. There! 
 
      
 
    He dashed up to the golem just as its foot landed. With a twist of his body, Jason carved his sword across the joint connecting its lower leg and upper leg. Bits of dirt splashed across his chest. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Before the golem could respond, Jason utilized his speed to the limit and attacked three more times. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -16 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -13 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The golem roared in pain. It twisted its head and gave Jason a fierce glare before punching down with its fist. Jason smirked. “Too slow!” 
 
      
 
    Just as its fist was about to smash into him, he took a simple step back and dodged the attack. The golem missed, but its fist continued downward and smashed into the ground. Before the shockwave reached Jason, he jumped up and climbed onto the golem’s thick arm. He grabbed onto small crags and made his way to the golem’s neck. He used one hand to hold him in place and used the other to stab into the golem’s neck. It was child’s play. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -29 Critical! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Most monsters had a weak spot. If this spot was attacked, an attack would deal double damage. The golem’s weak spot was the joint in its neck, and Jason took full advantage of this. The golem roared in anger. It used its hands to slap at Jason, but he crawled all over it like an agile monkey. No matter how hard it tried, it couldn’t hit him.  
 
      
 
    Richard and Ashley had long since fallen into shock. When they saw Jason dodge the first attack by taking a simple step back with no wasted movements, they immediately knew something was off. Perhaps it was only by chance, they thought. But when Jason jumped up and climbed all over the golem as if it was his own backyard, they knew he was skilled. 
 
      
 
    But there was one thing they were confused about. Why would such a skilled expert like Jason be in crappiest gear in the whole tower? 
 
      
 
    Ashley bit her lip and glanced at Richard. “How come he can deal damage?” 
 
      
 
    Richard took a closer look at Jason’s actions. After a few seconds he exclaimed. “He’s hitting the joints that are connecting the golem’s limbs!” 
 
      
 
    Ashley watched Jason hit the golem’s neck and nodded. “You’re right! Is there no armor there?” 
 
      
 
    “Quickly, let’s get some damage in!” Richard began casting a fireball. Ashley followed suit. 
 
      
 
    If they dealt some damage to the rock golem, when it died, they would gain a portion of the experience. And if they dealt a significant amount of damage, they could argue that they deserved a portion of the loot. Both of them told their teammates what they learned, and soon roars of pain came from the rock golem. 
 
      
 
    Now that they’d learned the trick to killing it, the rock golem was no match for the ascenders. After five minutes, it fell to the ground with a thud. Jason was the closest one when it died, and when he saw the skill book that dropped, he quickly picked it up and used it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have learned 'Earth Armor'. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “How dare you!” Richard roared furiously. Not only did Jason take the skill book without consulting them first, but he actually dared to consume it before their very eyes. A ball of fire shot towards Jason, followed by a water whip. 
 
      
 
    Jason felt sorry for taking loot before consulting with the other parties involved in the kill, but he desperately needed this spell. His future depended on it. With a simple backflip, he dodged both the fireball and the whip. When he landed on the ground, he put his weapons away and shouted. “Sorry!” 
 
      
 
    When Richard and Ashley saw how easily Jason dodged their spells, they momentarily paused, but when Jason said sorry, they were enraged. “Stealing loot and then apologizing? Have you no shame?” 
 
      
 
    “Surround him!” Richard gnashed his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Jason scratched the back of his head as the two teams surrounded him. He truly felt embarrassed for stealing loot, but he really had no other option. He would rather have a hit to his reputation than the possibility of losing out on the skill book. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” A charming voice rang out. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the field boss?” A deep voice sounded out at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Richard recognized the voice. He turned around and exclaimed. “Guild master!” 
 
      
 
    “Big sis!” Ashley ran up to her sister and hugged her arm. She pointed at Jason. “We killed the rock golem together, but he actually stole a skill book that dropped right away!” 
 
      
 
    Amanda, the guild master of Purity, squinted her eyes at Jason. “Oh? A loot thief?” 
 
      
 
    “How despicable!” The guild master of Farcry, Henry, stepped forward. “Hand over the skill book right now, or else!” 
 
      
 
    Richard growled. “He already used it!” 
 
      
 
    Amanda and Henry knew more than everyone else here. They were aware of the skill book that the rock golem dropped, and how valuable it was. Because of this, Jason felt killing intent rolling off of them.  
 
      
 
    “To be fair, I dealt over 50% of the damage to the golem. Me being the first to choose the loot is fair enough. I don’t want anything else.” Jason explained after a moment of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that true?” Amanda was surprised. A single person dealt more than two teams combined? 
 
      
 
    Ashley nodded truthfully. “That’s right. If it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t have been able to kill it.” 
 
      
 
    Amanda took a second look at Jason. Equipment from goblins, does he have no backing? Then how was he able to deal so much damage? Wait, is he one of them? After a moment, Amanda sighed. “Fine, since you dealt over 50% of the damage, then you have the right to pick first.” 
 
      
 
    “Many thanks.” Jason nodded gratefully towards Amanda. 
 
      
 
    “Hmph! Brat, this better not happen again.” Henry glared at Jason like a tiger eyeing its prey. If Amanda hadn’t been there, he would have killed Jason to teach him a lesson. 
 
      
 
    Jason ignored the rest of the loot at his feet and walked off. When he found himself alone, he sighed softly. I can’t believe Henry let me off so easily. Henry was a tyrant among the low-tier guilds. He was known for his short temper. 
 
      
 
    Just then, a notification appeared before Jason. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your performance has impressed Aros, the God of Battle. 
    
  Do you dare take his trial? 
    
  Yes / No 
    
  *If you pass the trial, you will become a champion of Aros. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” Peals of thunder went off in Jason’s head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The champion of a god. Before Jason returned to the past, there were tens of thousands of people who had qualified to take the trial of a god, but fewer than a thousand successfully passed. The people who failed died during the trial. It was incredibly dangerous, and yet that didn’t stop people from trying. If you became a champion of a god, you gained incredibly strong abilities based on whatever god you were representing. 
 
      
 
    Roy, for example, was the champion of the god of light, Piety. Many among Jason’s comrades had been champions of a god. Unfortunately, Jason had never qualified for a trial. In a twist of fate, on the first day he traveled to the past, he actually qualified for one. The only question was: should he take it? 
 
      
 
    Who was it that became the champion of Aros? Jason thought back to before he returned to the past. He knew a lot about the different champions that came and went over the decades, but he didn’t recall anybody being the champion of Aros. Was it that none qualified, or did they all die during the trial? 
 
      
 
    Should I do it, or not? He would undoubtedly gain incredible strength if he passed the trial, but if he failed, humanity was doomed. He thought about his time limit of five years. Five years to clear the tower. Could he do it as he was now? He lacked the confidence to answer. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s heart hammered in his chest as he pushed the ‘yes’ button. The world suddenly twisted, and before he knew it, he found himself in a milky white world. Ahead of him hovered an elderly man sitting cross legged a few feet off the ground. He had a short grey beard and wore a plain grey robe. The elderly man’s eyes slowly opened. As they did, Jason felt himself drown in bloodlust. Even the milky white world turned blood red. The world returned to normal a split second later and if it wasn’t for the sweat that covered his body, Jason would have thought that what just happened was an illusion. 
 
      
 
    “Good, you can handle this level of killing intent. It seems I wasn’t mistaken in choosing you.” The elderly man’s voice came from every direction, as if the world and him were one. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, might you be Aros?” Jason bowed respectfully, his heart still beating rapidly. The man before him had no screen above his head. Only humans from outside the tower had no screen, but Jason knew that the man before him was not like him. He felt no presence from the man at all, like he didn’t even exist. 
 
      
 
    “It is I.” Aros stood up straight as his feet touched the ground.  
 
      
 
    Jason recalled the killing intent that nearly caused him to fall unconscious. He gulped. “Sir Aros, was that the trial?” 
 
      
 
    Aros laughed lightly. “Of course not. Do you think becoming my champion is so easy?” 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. Not even Baal, the final boss of the tower, had such a fearsome killing intent. It seemed like Aros could kill with bloodlust alone. Based on what Jason knew about the other trials, Aros’s trial was most likely one of the harder trials, and might even be the hardest. He was already starting to regret accepting this trial, but now that he’d committed, he couldn’t back out. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Aros, I’m ready whenever.” Jason demeanor was respectful. If he somehow angered Aros, he could die with a single snort. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Aros snapped his finger. A cracked grey sword suddenly appeared in the air before plunging into the ground. It sunk halfway into the floor before stopping. At the same time as it appeared, the air became as sharp as knives. Tendrils of grey energy wrapped around the sword, and when one tendril touched the floor, a deep cut appeared. So sharp! Jason was profoundly shocked. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  -15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  -15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Every second, a damage notification appeared, as well as a gash in Jason’s armor. He immediately jumped backwards. The further away he got from the sword, the less damage he took. When he was a hundred feet away, the air returned to normal. Jason was deathly afraid as he took a look at the sword. No way, is that? 
 
      
 
    Roy had had a divine-grade sword, and he felt that the two were comparable. Equipment had classifications just like monsters. It went from crude, basic, grand, rare, arcane, heroic, unique, celestial, and divine. 
 
      
 
    Aros’s figure flashed, and in the next moment, he appeared at Jason’s side. Jason wiped the blood from his cheek as he asked hesitantly. “Sir Aros, is that sword of the divine grade?” 
 
      
 
    “Grade? It has no grade. It’s just a sword I used in my youth.” Aros chuckled as he playfully rubbed his beard. 
 
      
 
    “As expected of a god…” Jason mumbled. He turned to Aros. “Sir, what exactly is the trial? Do I have to pull it out of the ground?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Aros folded his hands behind his back. “To become my champion, there is but one requirement: to possess a battle physique.” 
 
      
 
    A battle physique? Jason had never heard of this term before. Instead of interrupting, he waited patiently. Aros continued. “A battle physique is one in which every fiber of your body has been filled with battle energy. Usually it would be impossible to get one in this tower, but fortunately for you, I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    Aros pointed at the cracked sword. “As this sword accompanied me in my youth, it bathed in my battle energy and eventually possessed its own. To acquire a battle physique and thus pass my trial, you must bathe in this battle energy. The closer you get to the sword, the faster it will be.” 
 
      
 
    Jason immediately did some calculations. Considering that at a hundred feet away he took 1 damage a second, and at thirty feet away he took 15 damage a second, he would most likely be immediately killed if stood before the sword. Jason asked respectfully. “Sir, how long would it take if I stood a hundred feet away?” 
 
      
 
    A playful glint appeared in Aros’s eyes as he replied. “About a thousand years or so.” 
 
      
 
    “As I thought…” Jason mumbled to himself. There’s only one way to leave a trial, and that was to pass it. Jason didn’t have much time. He set a limit of five years for himself, but if he was stuck in the trial for the whole five years, that would just be the greatest joke of all time. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve said everything that needs to be said. Good luck.” Aros disappeared silently, leaving Jason alone in the white world. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes hurt as he focused on the sword. It was like he was being stabbed. Summoning his resolve, he stepped within the hundred-foot range and sat down. Every second a damage notification would appear, informing him that he took 1 damage. Considering that he restored 1 health every two seconds, he would eventually have to take a step back or else he would die. 
 
      
 
    When his health was nearly 0, he stepped back and waited for his health to restore. A few minutes later, he stepped in range of the battle energy again. When this happened a few times, a screen appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Battle Physique: 0.0000000000001% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason’s face fell. This really will take a thousand years. Is this trial impossible? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The Jason of the future, before he’d traveled back in time, would have been confident in completing this trial.. He’d had ridiculous levels of regeneration and all sorts of defensive skills. Standing before the sword would be no problem at all, but right now he was only level 10. He’d gained three levels from killing the rock golem, but it still wasn’t enough when he distributed his points. 
 
      
 
    “Am I going to die here?” Jason muttered to himself. He only had enough food for three days, not a thousand years. Aros must have known this was impossible for him, and yet he still summoned Jason here. No wonder the god wore that playful smile. 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes, Jason realized his equipment was losing durability every second. It would all be destroyed in less than an hour, so he stored them in his inventory. This only increased the pain he felt when he was cut by the battle energy, but he could handle it. One thing that a tank needed to have was a high tolerance to pain. A tank would be the focus of many spells, curses, and attacks. If a tank faltered for just a second, it could lead to a party wipe. Thus, Jason prided himself on his ability to take pain. 
 
      
 
    Jason was quickly losing hope, and soon the idea that he was going to die here was taking over his mind. He truly regretted taking this trial at level 10.  
 
      
 
    A notification, separate from the battle physique, suddenly popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth armor has leveled up. 
  It is now trainee grade level 2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Peals of thunder exploded in Jason’s mind. He recalled that the skill he’d acquired from the rock golem was earth armor. If that was the case, then this trial wasn’t actually impossible. Normally, leveling up earth armor and skills like it were a bitch, but because he took an attack every second it gained experience much faster than normal. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth Armor - Level 2 0.2% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the damage from all attacks by 0.2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Level 1 earth armor reduced damage from all attacks by 0.1, so each level would increase the damage reduction by 0.1. If it continued to level up like this, then the trial was impossible. But Jason knew that when a skill upgraded to the next grade, it would gain a boost in power. 
 
      
 
    The main reason why Jason and his allies had been able to survive until the very end of humanity wasn’t their incredible innate talent or their equipment. It was their ridiculously high skill levels. The trial just so happened to be the best method to powerlevel the earth armor skill. If Jason’s allies had found out that he had the opportunity to powerlevel a skill, especially a rare one like earth armor, they would definitely have been jealous. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth armor has leveled up. 
  It is now trainee grade level 3. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth armor has leveled up. 
  It is now trainee grade level 4. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Time dragged on. Only pure willpower pushed Jason onward. He rationed his food, and because he wasn’t doing anything strenuous, he would be able to last much longer until he starved. Finally, the moment he was waiting for arrived. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth armor has broken through to the next grade. 
  It is now beginner grade. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth Armor - Level 1 0% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the damage from all attacks by 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now every time it leveled up it would increase by a whole digit. A smile broke out on Jason’s face. He couldn’t be more delighted. In just six hours of lazing about, he had broken through an entire grade. Standing a hundred feet away from the sword now dealt no damage, and yet he was still gaining progress towards a battle physique. He stepped forward to stand ninety-nine feet away and started taking damage again, but it was only a fraction of a digit. Jason made his way until he was ninety feet away before being unable to progress further. 
 
      
 
    The battle physique was now progressing much faster than before, but at this pace, it would still take hundreds of years. I gotta be patient. The reason why he was able to bear the pain and boredom was the anticipation of increasing his skill level. He knew how hard it was to level them. He once again sat on the ground. It would be some time until earth armor upgraded again. 
 
      
 
    As Jason was bearing the pain of being slashed apart, the god of battle, Aros, was watching from an independent space.  
 
      
 
    When the first humans entered the tower, Aros was at a glance able to tell that the humans of Earth had no potential. It was clear that the planet was devoid of mana. He had been a bit impressed that Jason was able to deal with a higher-level field boss with no skills, so he thought he might as well give Jason a chance. Unlike the other gods, Aros had incredibly high standards. No other human had demonstrated decent battle prowess until he saw Jason. 
 
      
 
    Jason was level 7 with a near perfect mastery over his body, was able to see through to an enemy’s weaknesses and exploit them, anticipate enemy attacks, keep an eye over his surroundings, and so much more. He was lacking in some areas, but considering he had just entered the tower, he was the best seedling Aros had seen. Even if that was the case, Aros’s bottom line was that his champion must possess a battle physique. No ifs ands or buts. 
 
      
 
    The closer to the sword one was, the purer the battle energy would be. If Jason in his current state was able to touch the sword, he would instantly complete the battle physique trial and be shredded to pieces at the same time. 
 
      
 
    As time passed, Aros started to grow more and more excited. “The other gods have been picking on me for not having a champion. Has the time to show off my skills finally come?” 
 
      
 
    After three days, Jason reached the sixty-foot mark. In one week, the forty-foot mark. In two weeks, the thirty-foot mark. It became increasingly harder to progress the closer he got. Aros guessed that the ten-foot mark would be his limit, and after three weeks, his guess turned out to be correct. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s condition was appalling. He was much thinner than three weeks ago because of rationing his food. There was nothing to quench his throat or satisfy his stomach. In addition to starving, he had a splitting headache. 
 
      
 
    I’m so close, and yet so far away. He was a mere ten feet away from the sword. The grey tendrils of battle energy were but an arm’s reach away. Jason was certain that if he even touched one of the tendrils, it didn’t matter how high his defense had become, he would instantly be killed. 
 
      
 
    Even if Jason had more food, he wouldn’t be able to progress the skill much further. The higher a skill was, the harder it was to level. After earth armor reached the veteran grade, it gained experience at a snail’s pace.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth Armor - Level 1 0.9% - Veteran 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the damage from all attacks by 100. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Battle Physique: 99.9% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At any moment he would gain the battle physique, and yet a frown appeared on his face. His mind raced. Will the trial end immediately after I gain the battle physique? Should I go for it? 
 
      
 
    Jason had a crazy idea. He wanted to rush up to the sword and store it in his inventory. It was a daring plan. If he miscalculated, he might end up dead. Yet even so, he wanted to give it a try. Aros might have said the sword has no grade, but it's definitely comparable to a divine-grade sword. 
 
      
 
    Jason knew better than most how powerful a divine-grade weapon was. Roy was the only one among the last hundred survivors to have a divine-grade weapon, and it was of significant help in killing Baal, the final boss of the tower. If he gave up the chance to acquire a divine-grade weapon now, he would definitely regret it. 
 
      
 
    “Screw it!” Jason commanded his body to summon what power it had left. He kicked off the ground and dashed madly towards the sword. For the past minute he had been watching the grey tendrils of energy, and he had seen an opening. This was his chance. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he stepped within eight feet a cut appeared on his cheek. 
 
    
    
      
      	  -1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At six feet, blood sprayed from his chest as a long gash appeared. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -24 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At four feet, he gritted his teeth as pain shot up from his waist. Without looking down, he knew it wasn’t good. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -53 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At two feet, he tumbled to the ground. His leg had been cut straight off by the battle energy. Instinctively, he pushed out with his arm, his fingers stretched. In that split second, as he hit the ground, his finger touched the surface of the blade. 
 
      
 
    “GET IN!” he roared with all his might. 
 
      
 
    The air turned gentle. Jason lifted his head and saw a hole in the ground. There was no sword. Next to the hole were bits of bloody flesh. His hand, wrist, and lower arm were cut down to the bone. Looking down at his body, he saw that his left leg had been severed at the knee, and that he was covered in gashes of various sizes. He broke out in a cold sweat. That was more dangerous than I thought.  
 
      
 
    “Are you crazy?!” Aros’s voice rang out from beside him. 
 
      
 
    Jason forcibly bore the pain racking his body as he gave Aros a grin. “Hey, it’s a nice sword, all right?” 
 
      
 
    Aros trembled in rage. His sword! His beloved sword had been plucked away by some twenty-something-year-old baby. That sword had accompanied him for hundreds of years; it was a precious keepsake of his. Yet now it had been taken by some brat? 
 
      
 
    “You-” Aros forced down what he wanted to say when he noticed Jason was unconscious. He took a closer look at Jason’s wounds and fell silent. Having the will to enter that field of battle energy to take the sword when he is so weak takes incredible determination. Bah, I might as well let him have it. 
 
      
 
    “Forget it. Let the karma between me and the sword be severed.” Aros waved his hand dismissively, but his heart was pained. 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Jason awoke with a start. He habitually inspected his surroundings, and only when he determined he was safe did he let out a sigh of relief. No longer was he in that white space, but instead back on the third floor. He no longer felt any pain, hunger, or thirst. Looking down, he found that his body and weight had returned to normal. I’ll have to thank Aros for restoring my body. 
 
      
 
    He froze. What happened? Did I pass? And the sword? Where’s the sword? 
 
      
 
    Jason quickly sent his mind into the inventory ring. Only when he found the sword hovering in the air did he relax. The rest of the inventory was empty. Where’s my equipment?  
 
      
 
    He laughed bitterly when he realized the equipment he stored inside his inventory had been destroyed by Aros’s sword. Looks like I need to get new gear. His earth armor skill was better than the goblin equipment anyway, so it was no big deal. 
 
      
 
    There’s no way I can wield Aros’s sword as I am now. If Jason took Aros’s sword in hand, he would be killed in a matter of seconds. He’d have to wait until he was stronger to use it. He wondered if he passed the trial of Aros. 
 
      
 
    He summoned his character screen and froze. 
 
      
 
    “This, this is a little too good to be true right?” he muttered aloud. 
 
      
 
    Being the champion of Aros is a little too overpowered, isn’t it?! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Battle Physique Stage 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gain +25 Strength, +25 agility, +10 Vitality, +10 Endurance, +5 Tenacity, +5 Fortitude. 
  Gain 100 Battle Energy. 
  Gain the 'Chop', 'Cleave', and 'Sever' skills. 
    
  *Regenerate 1 Battle Energy a second up to a maximum of 100. 
  *A Battle Physique can be upgraded to the next stage by absorbing Battle Energy from weapons. 
    
  Battle Energy required to reach Stage 2: 0/100,000. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Becoming the champion of a god gave a boost in stats. It differed depending on the god, and it looked like Aros focused on strength and agility, with vitality and endurance coming in second. Roy was always discreet about what he gained from being the champion of Piety, so Jason didn’t have a clear idea on what being a champion truly meant. Only now did he realize how powerful a champion was. 
 
      
 
    In total, he gained eighty stats, which was the equivalent of sixteen levels. He was only level 10, and yet he had the same stats as a level twenty-six ascender if you didn’t include their equipment. 
 
      
 
    After gathering his thoughts, he focused on the three skills he’d gained. He was familiar with the skills chop, cleave, and sever, but when he read their information, he was completely baffled. Aren’t they completely different? 
 
      
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Chop - Stage 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 10 Battle Energy to deal (150% Damage x Battle Physique Stage) to a target. 
    
  Kill 10,000 monsters with this skill to reach Stage 2: 0/10,000. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cleave - Stage 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 50 Battle Energy to deal (125% Damage x Battle Physique Stage) to all enemies within ten feet in front of you. 
    
  Kill 10,000 monsters with this skill to reach Stage 2: 0/10,000. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sever - Stage 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 100 Battle Energy to deal (100% Damage x Battle Physique Stage) to a target. Has a high chance to sever a limb. 
    
  Sever 10,000 limbs with this skill to reach Stage 2: 0/10,000. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not only did the skills consume battle energy instead of stamina, they were also superior to their ‘normal’ counterparts. Jason had leveled chop, cleave, and sever to high levels before he’d traveled to the past, so he was deeply familiar with them. Most importantly, the skills had no cooldown. He could use them repeatedly if he wanted. The skills given by Aros were far and beyond the ones Jason was used to. 
 
      
 
    Hm? Jason focused on the requirements to upgrade the skills to stage two. It looked like the skills didn’t require continuous use to upgrade them, but actually had a quest within the skill itself. Considering that he could only use chop ten times, cleave two times, and sever one time before he ran out of battle energy, it would take quite a while for him to complete the skill quests. 
 
      
 
    I need to get more battle energy. Most likely, he would gain even more battle energy once he upgraded his battle physique to stage two. Jason took another glance at the battle physique information and sure enough, there was yet another skill quest. 
 
      
 
    It looks like I can extract battle energy from weapons. I wonder how much a crude grade weapon gives? The skills granted by being a champion were powerful, but so were the requirements to level them up. He was already getting a headache just thinking about how difficult it would be. If I had enough money, I could purchase weapons in bulk. Right now, he only had less than a silver to his name.  
 
      
 
    Looks like I need to speed up the plan to sell maps to those top-tier guilds. He was planning on waiting until he was stronger before initiating contact with the top guilds, but if he could acquire a vast sum of money now, his power would skyrocket. The only problem was what they would do if they found out how weak he was. He just gained quite a bit of strength, true, but compared to top-tier guilds, he was still an ant. Would they try to capture him to torture him for his knowledge? He wanted to avoid such a scenario at all costs. 
 
      
 
    After familiarizing himself with his skills, he raised his hand and willed the skill chop to activate. Jason felt a foreign energy rise up from within his body and travel to his hand. A thin grey energy covered his hand. It reminded him of the energy exuded by Aros’s sword. 
 
      
 
    Jason found a nearby goblin miner to test the skill on. Even though he didn’t wield a weapon, the skill could still be used, it was just that the damage would be much lower. An attack was based on the stats of the user plus the damage of the weapon. Considering that Jason’s stats were vastly superior to the goblin miner, the attack dealt significant damage. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Miner - Level 10 
  Health: 26/100 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A deep cut down to the bone appeared on the goblin’s chest and it was sent into a stunned state. Before it could recover, Jason finished it off with another chop. As the goblin miner dispersed into light, he looked at his hand in surprise. It’s so powerful without a weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you!” A familiar voice came from behind him. 
 
      
 
    Jason turned around and saw Ashley standing not far from him. Unlike her cheery appearance from before, she looked like she had something weighing heavily on her mind. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Ashley furrowed her brows as she saw the tattered clothes that Jason was wearing. Big sis said he might be one of them, but can’t he at least take care of his appearance? I can almost see it. Ashley stepped closer and forced a smile. “Are you perhaps taking the trial of a top guild? Which one?” 
 
      
 
    Oh? Her mistake might benefit me here. Jason knew what she was referring to. Top guilds didn’t care about how powerful your gear was or how mighty your skills were. What they cared about was talent and only talent. Equipment could be traded and skills bought, but talent could not. As such, top guilds had a different trial compared to the other guilds.  
 
      
 
    Enter the tower and climb to a designated floor without any help. You had to rely on yourself and only yourself. Only those who passed this trial would gain the qualifications to join those top guilds. Jason had poor equipment but high combat prowess, so Ashley had mistaken him for one of those legendary characters. 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled faintly. “I can’t tell you what guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Ashley was slightly disappointed, but she quickly hid it away. She bit her lip. “Since you don’t belong to a guild as of right now, can you help me out?” 
 
      
 
    “That depends.” Jason shrugged. He had a guess of what Ashley was going to say next. 
 
      
 
    Ashley clenched her hands in frustration. “The competition for determining farming spots is coming up, but that bastard Henry hired an outsider to help out.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have confidence against him?” Jason already knew who the outsider was. 
 
      
 
    “He’s rumored to be just like you, undergoing a trial for those legendary guilds.” A hint of awe and fear flashed through Ashley’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Jason put on a thoughtful expression. 
 
      
 
    Fearing that Jason would decline, she quickly said. “We’ll pay you of course. My guild, Purity, has plenty of ores and minerals.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need those things.” Jason shook his head. What could he do with ores and minerals? He wasn’t a blacksmith. Sure, he could sell them for a profit, but he would rather just get straight up cash. Jason put up a finger. “One gold.” 
 
      
 
    Ashley paled. “One gold? Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    Jason gave Ashley a knowing look. “I know how much your guild makes a month by occupying the best farming spot on the third floor. A gold coin is about 20% of your monthly income, and that’s for just one spot. How many spots does your guild possess? About ten?” 
 
      
 
    “How did you know?” Ashley was stunned silly. Jason might be incredibly talented, but he was just a newb who didn’t have much knowledge of the tower. She quickly understood that she had underestimated him. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that she was still hesitant, Jason added. “How about this. If I lose, you don’t have to pay me anything, but if I win, you’ll need to pay me one gold. How about it?” 
 
      
 
    Ashley fell silent. After a few moments, she gripped the necklace of communication around her neck and contacted her big sister, the guild master of Purity. Jason waited patiently. He had worked on the third floor for months. He knew what these guild’s bottom lines were. 
 
      
 
    After around a minute, Ashley nodded. “Okay, we accept. The competition is tomorrow at 12 p.m. at the coliseum on the thirtieth floor. Can you make it?” 
 
      
 
    “I need a teleportation scroll.” Jason said after a moment. The highest floor he had traveled to so far was the third floor. To reach the thirtieth floor might take him a year or more. Thankfully, the thirtieth floor was different than most floors. There was an item called a teleportation scroll which was sold on that floor. If used, it teleported the user to the thirtieth floor, nowhere else. 
 
      
 
    Ashley took out a furled brown scroll and handed it over to Jason. He wasn’t able to store it in his inventory, so he tucked it in between his pants and belt. Ashley gave him a strange look. “Do you need some gear as well?” 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “I’m good as is.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Ashley gave a disbelieving look. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that Jason didn’t respond, she frowned. “You better not lose.”
  
 
    Jason assuaged her worries. “My reputation is on the line here; besides, I can’t take your equipment, remember? I’m undergoing the trial of a guild.” 
 
      
 
    She thought it over and could only sigh in response. “Fine, fine. Do what you want. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Just as she was about to walk off, she remembered something. “Oh, right. The competition is a five versus five.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem.” Jason said confidently. 
 
      
 
    Ashley’s eyebrow twitched in annoyance at Jason’s arrogance. Only when she remembered that he had easily dodged her and Richard’s spell did she drop the subject and leave. 
 
      
 
    Jason chuckled at her attitude. She was worrying for nothing. The only thing that might be a problem was the outsider. If he recalled correctly, Purity had lost the competition due to the unexpected outsider. He was an archer named Victor and he would later go on to join the Unrivalled guild, one of the top guilds in the world. 
 
      
 
    Jason started to think about what he would do with the gold coin. Around this time, a gold coin was still quite valuable. If sold to the outside, it would be worth around ten thousand dollars. With it, he could buy a decent weapon and shield at a merchant guild. 
 
   
  
 



 Chapter 9 
 
    Goblins were not to be underestimated. The ones that spawned on the first three floors were the lowest dregs of the goblin species. They had little to no skills, possessed no magic, had little combat experience, and were cowards at heart. By the time ascenders reached the fourth floor, they had become accustomed to slaying such goblins. This lulled them into a false sense of security when they reached the fourth floor. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the first three floors which were underground, the fourth floor was in the middle of a large ravine. A complex web of caves was dug into each side. The ravine was devoid of plants except for brown weeds. Numerous large boulders that towered twenty feet high littered the ravine floor. The sun was at its peak at all times; the concept of night didn’t exist on this floor. 
 
      
 
    When entering the fourth floor, you would start on one end of the ravine and make your way to the other end, which was where the portal to the fifth floor was located. Jason appeared on the fourth floor and inspected his surroundings. The first wall, huh? 
 
      
 
     The major difference starting from the fourth floor onward was that monsters started to possess skills and spells. Skills used stamina, and spells used mana. This increased the difficulty several times over, and as such the fourth floor was called the first wall. 
 
      
 
    The caves on each side of the ravine were filled with numerous goblins and ascender parties. Similar to the third floor, caves were valued differently depending on how much profit one could make farming inside. Now that monsters started to possess skills and spells, they would start to drop skill books and spell books. Whenever one would drop, a celebration was to be had. Rich tycoons in the outside world bought these books for outrageous prices. 
 
      
 
    The thoughts of these tycoons were simple. Why would they have to risk their lives to become superhuman when they could just buy up skills and spells with money? Even paying for powerleveling was possible. The world currently didn’t know how powerful these tycoons were, but Jason was different. He even knew which tycoons were backing certain guilds, which was private information. 
 
      
 
    This was why guilds valued farming spots so highly. Instead of using the equipment, skills, and spells that dropped from monsters for themselves, they sold it to make a profit. This caused their strength to stagnate. As a result, there were two types of ascenders: farmers and climbers.  
 
      
 
    Unlike farmers, climbers were ascenders whose sole goal was to climb the tower. Some wanted to increase their strength as much as possible. Some wanted to unlock powerful magic. Others were adventurers at heart. And even rarer were those who loved carnage and battle. 
 
      
 
    All of these thoughts flashed through Jason’s head as he made his way through the ravine. Suddenly, a group of goblins appeared from around a large boulder. Three wielded swords, and one a staff. These goblins were just as small as the earlier goblins, but their muscles were more defined and their gear a notch better. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Warrior - Level 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 200/200 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Shaman - Level 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 150/150 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason had made sure to acquire another set of goblin equipment from the third floor before making his way here. He held a sword in his right hand and a shield in his left. When he spotted the group of goblins, before they could react, he rushed forward. Taking the initiative was a skill a tank like Jason had long since mastered. 
 
      
 
    The distance between them was just a few feet to begin with, so by the time the goblins finally reacted, Jason had already swung his sword. The chop skill activated, covering his weapon in a layer of grey energy. His sword felt no resistance as a goblin head flew through the air. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -200 Critical! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The three remaining goblins were stunned silly. They didn’t expect that the shabby-looking human before them would be so strong. Jason didn’t let this chance go to waste. Before they recovered, he decapitated another goblin with chop. The skill is strong, but my stats are superior to theirs. With a critical attack, it's no wonder I’m one-shotting them. 
 
      
 
    Jason was honestly quite hesitant about the fourth floor. When he had first come here, he’d suffered numerous difficulties. Only after several months had he grown strong enough to handle the floor. At first he had lacked confidence facing these goblins. Only now did he realize that he was no longer like his past self. Each of Jason’s movements were smooth and had a purpose. There was no wasted movement, no openings, nothing. With his stats being similar to someone at level twenty-six, he easily finished off the group of goblins. The goblin shaman was unable to cast a single spell and died with regret. 
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, along with some copper coins, a short sword dropped. 
 
    
    
      
      	  (Basic) Iron Short Sword 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage: 20 
  Requirements: 10 Strength, Level 5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Just as he was about to toss the crude rusty short sword away, he was reminded of battle energy. I wonder how much battle energy a crude grade weapon will give me? 
 
      
 
    Jason stared at the old rusty sword in his hand and thought about extracting battle energy. As per his command, a screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Do you want to extract the battle energy from this weapon? The weapon will be destroyed as a result. 
    
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I figured as much. Jason accepted without hesitation. The rusty iron sword crumbled into dust and dispersed into the air. A grey mote of light was left behind. It flew into Jason’s body as a screen popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  0.01 Battle Energy has been successfully extracted. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyebrow twitched when he read the pitiful amount he extracted. He hadn’t expected much but it seemed that even his cautious hope had been too optimistic. A battle physique was incredibly powerful. How could it be so easy to upgrade? Battle energy wasn’t some random piece of crap that could be cultivated as easy as breathing. A crude grade weapon was barely considered a weapon at all and it was already a miracle that it possessed battle energy. 
 
      
 
    Money, money, money. Even if he had a vast sum of money, it would take an extraordinary amount of time to buy weapons from every store. A better use of his time would be establishing a relationship with a big merchant guild. Of course, if word got out that such a weakling was rich with no backing, he would become a target of the dark guilds. He wasn’t prepared to fight against them yet. 
 
      
 
    Just thinking about all of this caused Jason to get a headache. One step at a time, one step at a time. A plan started to form in his mind. His first obstacle was fighting Victor. The survival of humanity was at hand; he couldn’t make a single mistake. He had to be as prepared as possible. 
 
      
 
    Jason slaughtered every goblin on the fourth floor. When he ran out of battle energy, he switched to using basic attacks. Occasionally he would run into a large group of goblins, but they couldn’t break past his earth armor. With earth armor as a trump card, he wouldn’t take any damage from this floor as long as he wasn’t careless. He could even stand still if he wanted to, though he would never do so. That would dull his combat sense. 
 
      
 
    As the hours passed, he acquired a piece of gear here and there. Before he knew it, it was time for the competition. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Twenty years ago, six towers appeared on earth. One on the east coast of the United States, one in Brazil, one in Germany, one in Egypt, one in India, and one in China. The layout of each tower was the same, but none were connected. If someone entered China’s tower at the same time as someone entered the United States’ tower, they would exist in different spaces. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the value of the towers was recognized, the countries in which the towers appeared immediately declared them as their personal property. Everyone worried that proxy wars would be carried out between the different militaries inside the towers, but because they weren’t connected, this concern was unsubstantiated. Five years ago, when ascenders reached the thirtieth floor, everything changed. From the thirtieth floor on, each tower was connected to the others. 
 
      
 
    The thirtieth floor was the largest floor by far, around the size of Texas or Spain. Six kingdoms, inhabited by residents of the tower, were situated in different locations of the floor. In the United States tower, the portal on the twenty-ninth floor would teleport someone to the central square of the Vistar kingdom. The other towers’ twenty-ninth floor portals led to different kingdoms. 
 
      
 
    To make matters worse, each kingdom was locked in constant warfare. All six kingdoms vied for supremacy. The might of each kingdom was about equal, so each battle resulted in a draw. As soon as ascenders arrived on the thirtieth floor, the scales of battle were sure to tip. 
 
      
 
    Now that five years had passed since the thirtieth floor was discovered, things had changed dramatically. War between countries hadn’t officially been declared, but the thousands of deaths inside the towers would say otherwise. Threatened by the close relationship between the United States and Europe, China allied itself with Russia and India. South America was unlike the other countries in that there was no local power strong enough to take the tower for themselves, so it was basically up for grabs. 
 
      
 
    When the United States sent a military force to occupy the tower in Brazil, it was to their shock that they found Chinese forces already inside. The first to twenty-ninth floors in Brazil’s tower was bloody indeed. None of this had anything to do with Jason, at least for now. He was just too weak to deal with the powers that ruled Earth. 
 
      
 
    In the Vistar kingdom, a tan colosseum stood tall. It was reminiscent of the ancient colosseum in Rome. Surrounding the colosseum were numerous pubs and inns. In a pub called the Lone Warrior, Jason sat at a table eating his fill. Not long ago, he had used the scroll to teleport to the thirtieth floor before making his way to the colosseum. He fought for a whole day without food, so he got a bite to eat before the competition. 
 
      
 
    The pub was packed with ascenders of all ages. Old, young, male, female, it didn’t matter. Anyone could become an ascender, as long as you had the will. A pub was a place of gossip, and this one was no different. 
 
     
 
    “Hey,” a middle-aged man spoke to his companion, “why don’t we go watch some of the competitions today?” 
 
      
 
    His companion drank from his mug before responding. “Hmph, I’m only interested in the battles between mid-tier guilds or higher.” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man rolled his eyes. “As am I, but those bastards make the competitions private. No one can watch them!” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t want to make their abilities known. I’d do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “You two, I wouldn’t dismiss the low-tier guilds so easily,” a thin young man said from a nearby table. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” The middle-aged man raised his brow. 
 
      
 
    The thin young man leaned in. “I have some inside information. The top two low-tier guilds are battling today.” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man rubbed his chin. “If I recall, aren’t they named Purity and Farcry? I hear they’re pretty close to becoming a mid-tier guild.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. They’re only a bit away from becoming a mid-tier guild,” the young man agreed. 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man’s companion snorted. “So what? What’s special about them?” 
 
      
 
    The young man grinned. “As luck would have it, I happened to overhear Farcry’s guild master talking to a teenage boy. You know Farcry’s leader, Henry, right?” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man and his companion grew solemn. “Yeah, I hear he’s quite ruthless.” 
 
      
 
    “Even I would avoid that crazy bastard.” 
 
      
 
    The young man continued. “What was strange about their conversation was that Henry was respectful as he talked to the teenager.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” The middle-aged man widened his eyes as he heard this. 
 
      
 
    “That Henry?” 
 
      
 
    “Right, right!” The young man nodded repeatedly. “I found it so strange that I did a bit of asking around, and what I found was shocking!” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man and his companion leaned in. “What did you find?”
  
 
    “Quickly, spit it out!” 
 
      
 
    The young man lowered his voice. “The teenager’s name was Victor. He’s a natural-born!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” The middle-aged man recoiled in shock. 
 
      
 
    “A natural-born? Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    The young man nodded slowly. “Yes, it should be correct. Otherwise why would Henry treat that teenager so respectfully?” 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged man recovered from his shock. “Do you know who his parents are?” 
 
      
 
    “That, I don’t.” The young man shook his head. “But we can find out his strength by watching his battle at the competition. He’s been recruited by Farcry’s team to battle today!” 
 
      
 
    “Waiter, bill please!” the middle-aged man shouted excitedly. 
 
      
 
     The three men left the pub, followed by a bunch of other ascenders who had listened in. Only a few people were left, with Jason being one of them. His face was grim. I can’t believe it. How come I didn’t hear of this before? 
 
      
 
    Jason had been listening to the nearby gossip as he ate. His opponent, Victor, was actually a natural-born? This was terrible news. It had to be known that natural-borns varied in strength. It depended on how strong their parents were when they were born. 
 
      
 
    The tower was a magical place. Ascenders were able to become superhuman and learn all sorts of abilities. What would happen if two ascenders had a child? Would the child be a normal human, or would they inherit their parent’s abilities? The answer was the latter. 
 
     
 
    A natural-born was someone whose two parents became ascenders before they were born. They inherited a part of their stats, skills, and spells. Even skill and spell grades were inherited! Thus, a natural-born’s strength depended on how strong their parents were. But a natural-born could grow stronger as well. Because only twenty years had passed since the tower had appeared, there was only a small number of natural-borns. Most were under ten, with only a few being teenagers. The oldest was nineteen years old. 
 
      
 
    Looks like I have to take this seriously. Jason stood up and walked out of the pub. The entrance to the colosseum was packed every day, so he had trouble finding Purity’s group. Suddenly, someone tapped his shoulder. “You’re just on time.” 
 
      
 
    Jason turned and found Ashley. “Hello.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me.” Ashley dragged Jason by his arm towards the colosseum. “By the way, I never asked you for your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Jason.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jason. I’m Ashley.” She smiled slightly. 
 
      
 
    He figured it would be best to tell her what he learned. “Did you know Victor is a natural-born?” 
 
      
 
    Ashley stiffened slightly. “We learned not too long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Jason asked solemnly. “Do you know what abilities he has?” 
 
      
 
    Ashley shook her head. “No, Farcry paid the additional fee to make their match private. No one can watch it.” 
 
      
 
    The colosseum was special in that thousands of matches could occur simultaneously. Each match would occur in an independent space. You had to pay a small fee to set up a match, and they were normally available to the public, though you could pay an additional fee to make it private. The main reason why guilds chose to use the colosseum for settling competitions was that nobody could be killed during a match. As soon as your health dropped to 0, you would be kicked out of the match and healed to full health. 
 
      
 
    Jason was led to Purity’s team. Amanda was wearing a full suit of decorated armor. A greatsword hung on her back. Next to her stood a man in leather armor wielding a set of daggers, and a woman in light robes holding a staff. Jason inspected the team. A rogue, priest, mage, warrior, and me, a tank. It’s a pretty well-rounded team. In particular… 
 
      
 
    Jason recognized Amanda’s suit of armor. It was a novice-grade set equipment which required the user to be level 35. It boosted the strength stat significantly. The equipment of the other members required at least level 25. He scratched his cheek sheepishly. They must have thought l leveled up after three weeks. 
 
      
 
     If he didn’t have the bonuses granted by the battle physique, he never would have accepted, though he would probably still be around level 25 after three weeks. If others heard what he thought, leveling from 1 to 25 in three weeks, they would call him crazy. 
 
      
 
    Amanda glanced around before taking a deep breath. “Just fight to your fullest and leave Henry to me.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded heavily. After hearing that Victor was a natural-born, they all lost confidence, Amanda included. Jason spoke up. “Leave Victor to me.” 
 
      
 
    Amanda’s eyes lit up. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m 50% confident in beating him,” Jason said after a moment of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Amanda’s guild members grew excited. Amanda added. “If we win, I’ll give you four more gold.” 
 
      
 
    Amanda noticed Farcry’s group approaching. “Okay, everyone ready up!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Henry’s group approached Amanda. All of them wore confident smiles, as if the competition was no big deal. With a natural-born on their side, it was impossible for them to lose. Henry wore a mix of chainmail and leather equipment. On his back were two large axes. His companions had a mixture of weapons. 
 
      
 
    Everyone on Amanda’s side focused on one individual in particular. His gear was poor compared to Henry and his other companions, yet nobody looked down on him. He wore mismatched leather gear with a bow strapped to his back. It was Victor. 
 
      
 
    Henry paused when he noticed Jason standing in the back. He felt that he was familiar. When he saw Jason’s poor equipment, his eyes lit up. “Oh, isn’t this that brat who stole from my guild? Good! I’ll personally kill you in the arena.” 
 
      
 
    “Over my dead body, Henry.” Amanda stepped forward with a cold smile. Henry and Amanda were on the verge of fighting on the spot. 
 
      
 
    Victor lazily glanced over his opponents, only pausing briefly when he saw Amanda. The only threat to him was her. Nobody else caught his eye. He yawned. “Can we get started already?” 
 
      
 
    Henry cracked his neck. “Of course. I’ll send the challenge now.” 
 
      
 
    When in the vicinity of the colosseum, a screen packed with options appeared in front of everyone. You could send a challenge, accept a challenge, view public battles, etc. Henry sent Amanda a private challenge, which Amanda accepted. 
 
      
 
    Jason was listed as one of her party members, so when Amanda accepted the challenge, a screen appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You will be teleported to the arena in 10 seconds. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ten seconds later, Jason found himself in the middle of the colosseum. The arena was a large circle about a hundred feet wide. There were different fields to battle in, but the most popular one was the basic arena. His teammates were at his side. They had participated in the competition numerous times, so they were competent. All of them were the best Purity had to offer.  
 
      
 
    Fifty feet in front of Jason, on the other side of the arena, glowered Henry and his team. They were already getting into formation. Surrounding both parties was a blue circle that prevented them from leaving. The match would begin once the circle disappeared. 
 
      
 
    A large number appeared in the middle of the arena.  
 
    
    
      
      	  5 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  4 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  3 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    During the countdown, Amanda and her team got into position. Amanda formed a triangle which protected the priest in the middle while Jason stood awkwardly at the side. Amanda glanced at him. “We’re counting on you.” 
 
      
 
     The blue circles suddenly disappeared. Just as Amanda’s team was about to rush forward, an arrow appeared a few feet from her face. She was stunned. What? How’d it arrive so fast? The arrow arrived too quickly; she had no time to dodge. 
 
      
 
    Just as it was about to pierce into her, a loud ding rang out. A shield had blocked the arrow. Jason had arrived just in time. The arrow jarred him and knocked him back a step. As I thought, he has the snipe skill. The snipe skill was a long-range ability which specialized in speed and accuracy. Judging by the power behind the arrow, the skill was already apprentice-grade. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -34 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Before the battle had even started, an arrow had almost dealt a lethal blow to their guild master. Amanda’s guild members were disheartened. Seeing this, Jason shouted. “Don’t worry, that skill has a fifteen second cooldown! Hurry and close the distance before it's too late.” 
 
      
 
    “Charge!” Amanda roared as she used a berserk skill. Her body grew larger and her skin turned pink. Her guildmates woke up and followed after her, using all sorts of movement abilities. The rogue disappeared after using stealth, while the mage and priest ran behind Amanda. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Jason didn’t have the charge or leap skills yet, so he could only run as fast as he could. The twenty-five agility granted by the battle physique was the only thing that allowed him to—barely—keep up with his team. As they ran, Jason blocked arrow after arrow. None of them were the snipe skill, so he didn’t take any damage. It was all thanks to his earth armor skill. 
 
      
 
    In just a few seconds, both teams would clash. Henry pulled out his axes and roared. “Amanda, I’ll definitely kill you this time!” 
 
      
 
    Amanda used the charge skill. “Go, leave him to me!” 
 
      
 
    Because both teams had fought each other numerous times, they knew each other's strengths and weaknesses. Amanda and Henry began their solo duel, while a three versus three began not far away. Jason didn’t stop running the entire time. He ran past Henry, moving in a zig-zag pattern, and focused on Victor in the back. 
 
      
 
    If an Archer was left unchecked, they could deal significant damage. Victor didn’t focus on anybody else but Jason. He was incensed after having his snipe skill blocked, so he took a closer look at Jason. When he noticed how poor his gear was, a guess formed in his mind. Is he like me? No, he’s a bit old. Is he taking the trial of a top-tier guild then? Only then did his anger dissipate a bit. 
 
      
 
    Victor pulled out three arrows and drew back his bow. “Taste my triple shot!” 
 
      
 
    Jason grew grim when he saw three arrows fly towards him. Considering Victor was a natural-born, this triple shot skill would take most of Jason’s life if he was hit by all three. Even worse, the arrows were aimed at different locations. One at his head, another at his chest, and the last at his leg. He could at most block two. That was unacceptable. 
 
      
 
    Jason was no newcomer to ascender-on-ascender combat; he had a vast wealth of experience under his belt. As soon as he saw Victor pull out three arrows, he rolled to the side. If he couldn’t block, why not dodge? Dodging was an integral skill of tanking, one that Jason had long since been skilled at. 
 
      
 
    Just as Jason got back on his feet, another arrow was already before him. He quickly brought his shield up at an angle, causing the arrow to be deflected to the side. He recovered quickly and ran forward, but was stopped two feet later by the double shot skill. 
 
      
 
    An intense exchange began, with Victor firing off a plethora of skills which caused Jason endless troubles. It took all he had to dodge arrow after arrow. After a mere twenty seconds, both were exhausted. It looked like Victor had the upper hand, but he had yet to deal significant damage to Jason, while Jason had barely made any progress. 
 
      
 
    Victor had never felt so frustrated in his life. Never had he encountered a foe who dodged all of the abilities he was proud of. Suddenly, he paused. He has too much time to dodge. I’ll wait until he’s closer! Victor drew his bow but didn’t fire. He waited. 
 
      
 
    Jason took this chance to charge forward. He knew what Victor was planning, but there was no way around it. He had to close in. When Jason was just ten feet away, both of them shouted in their heart, “I won!” 
 
      
 
    Three arrows whistled through the air as a sword beam exited from Jason’s sword. Cleave! It was able to attack all enemies within ten feet. Upon activation, it would release a wave of battle energy. 
 
      
 
    Almost simultaneously, both parties staggered backwards. Three arrows were imbedded in Jason’s body, while Victor dropped to the ground. Jason took -90, -101, and -99 damage, dropping his health close to zero. If he hadn’t been putting most of his stat points into vitality, he would have died from a single skill. A natural-born was terrifying indeed, all of their skills were at a high grade. 
 
      
 
    Jason ignored the pain and ran forward, only to stop when Victor’s body dispersed into light. He let out a sigh of relief before turning around to help out Amanda. With the addition of Jason, the battle ended shortly after that. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Amanda’s team has won! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    As soon as Henry was kicked out of the arena, he strode up to Victor, snarling. “You sure talked a big game, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Victor glared at Henry but didn’t say anything. Henry took Victor’s silence as weakness, so he grabbed Victor’s collar. “Didn’t you say to leave everything to you? I paid so much, and yet this is all you can do? Some random beat you!” 
 
      
 
    Both Amanda and Henry’s teammates stood nearby. Purity’s members watched with schadenfreude while Henry’s teammates sneered at Victor. They were pushing all the blame onto him. 
 
      
 
    Jason walked up and grabbed the wrist holding Victor’s collar. “Enough. He’s more skilled than any of you, yet you’re actually blaming him for your loss?” 
 
      
 
    Shocked, Victor took another look at Jason. For his whole life, nobody around his level was his match. Monsters fell before his feet, and everybody praised him to no end. This caused him to grow arrogant and disdainful of normal ascenders. Having lost to Jason just now caused his thoughts to fall into disarray, thus his silence. 
 
      
 
    Henry faced Jason with a grim smile. “Brat… you have guts, I’ll give you that.” 
 
      
 
    Henry’s guild mates had drawn their weapons when Jason put his hand on Henry. Almost simultaneously, Amanda’s guild members did the same. Both sides glared at each other in silence. Victor looked at Jason’s hand clasping Henry’s wrist before looking up at Henry. “The loss is my fault, so forget about paying me. But the next time you put your hand on me, you’ll regret it.” 
 
      
 
    Henry suddenly remembered that Victor was a natural-born. Victor might not be a threat right now, but his parents were. Henry noticed the kingdom’s guards walking toward them with their hands on their hilts, so he took a deep breath to calm himself. He released Victor’s collar. “Fine, fine.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to Amanda. “Farcry accepts this loss!” 
 
      
 
    After saying his piece, he smiled at Jason. “Do you dare to tell me your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Jason Woltz.”  
 
      
 
    “Good! Good! Good!” Henry said the word three times in a row. Only when he was truly angered would he do that. His guild members gulped as they watched their guild master turn and storm off. After giving Amanda’s group one last glare, they followed after him. 
 
      
 
    Jason turned to face Victor. “That was a close one. I had just under 40 health left.” 
 
      
 
    Victor didn’t expect that the person who beat him would be so humble and amicable. He forced down his frustration and declared. “Next time I’ll be the victor!” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck!” Jason gave a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    Victor was prepared to retort to whatever Jason was going to say, but he didn’t think Jason would wish him luck. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. Snorting, he walked off. Jason called out, “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    Victor didn’t turn around as he replied. “Victor Wolf!”  
 
      
 
    “Wolf?” Jason’s countenance fell. How could this be? He had planned on building a relationship with Victor. To save humanity, bridges had to be built, not walls. When he heard the name ‘Wolf’, the name of a terrifying guild rose from his memories. Yama. A dark guild with skilled assassins. Their leader was a legendary archer who was shrouded in secrecy. Before Jason returned to the past, Jason, along with Roy and his companions fought against the Yama guild. Jason himself had nearly died in that battle. Upon Yama’s collapse, they learned of the identity of its leader. Cay Wolf.  
 
      
 
    Jason never heard of Cay having a son, though Jason knew little of Cay in the first place. What do I do? He had to deal with the dark guilds at one point, that was certain. They were a huge detriment to his plan of saving humanity. Assassinations, smuggling, kidnapping, all sorts of crimes were committed by the dark guilds. They were basically criminals that possessed powerful abilities. Perhaps he could use Victor to get close to Cay?  
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Amanda tapped Jason’s shoulder, interrupting his thoughts. Jason turned around only to see a flash of gold. He caught the gold coins before looking at Amanda. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks to you, we can pick the best farming spots this month.” Amanda smiled gratefully. The difference between the best farming spots and the next best was large. First pick would generally earn around thirty percent more. 
 
      
 
    “With this, you might be able to become a mid-tier guild.” Jason remarked. 
 
      
 
    Amanda glanced at the colosseum before shaking her head. “I’m afraid I’m still a bit away from beating the fifth arena challenge.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Jason nodded knowingly. “I’ve heard the arena challenges are pretty hard.” 
 
      
 
    Besides having battles between ascenders, the arena was also a place to challenge oneself. The arena had a set of challenges which grew progressively harder, with rewards to match. The classifications between guilds weren’t set by the tower, but by ascenders. They used the arena challenges as the qualifier. A low-tier guild had no requirements. Anybody could become a low-tier guild. To reach mid-tier, a guild had to have a member beat the fifth challenge of the arena. For upper-tier guilds, the seventh challenge. For top-tier guilds, the tenth challenge. 
 
      
 
    Amanda wrapped her arm around Jason’s shoulder. “Enough about that. We’re going to celebrate our win at a restaurant, wanna come?” 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “Thanks, but I have plans already.” 
 
      
 
    Amanda sighed inwardly. “Ah, well. Maybe next time.” 
 
      
 
    Building bridges was good and all, but Jason had high standards. He was once one of the strongest humans alive. Amanda and her low-tier guild didn’t enter his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jason said goodbye to Amanda and her guild mates before heading towards the market district. Now that he had money in hand, it was time to buy some equipment, and if luck would have it, some skills. Seeing Victor fire off skill after skill reminded him of how empty his arsenal was. Sure, he had three overpowered skills, but they were limited in versatility. They only dealt damage. Jason was a tank at heart. He needed some defensive skills. 
 
      
 
    Five gold coins was equivalent to fifty thousand dollars. To low-tier guilds, this was a hefty sum, but to Jason, it was pennies. He was used to having platinum coins, not measly gold coins. 
 
      
 
    The Vistar Kingdom was populated by residents of the tower. They were humans who were born and raised in the tower. Unlike humans from earth, they were under various restrictions. For example, they couldn’t leave the tower or even the floor they were on. After twenty years, ascenders only made up twenty percent of the population. 
 
      
 
    The Vistar Kingdom had one city and numerous towns under its command. The city was its capital and the location of the king. The architecture of the Vistar Kingdom was mostly reminiscent of the medieval ages with buildings made of wood and stone. The roads were made of cobblestone and the city was filled with animals. 
 
      
 
     Residents of the tower specialized in many things. Blacksmithing, gathering, tailoring, potion making, etc. Many ascenders went under the tutelage of these residents and developed their own craft. Only now, with twenty years having passed, have ascenders become more skilled than the residents of the tower. Of course, that was only compared to the residents on the thirtieth floor. Who knew if there was some mysterious crafter on the unexplored floors? 
 
      
 
    Jason had two options before him. He could go to an ascender shop or a resident shop. Ascender shops were run by guilds and had a wide range of items acquired by their farming teams. That meant skill and spell books. It took a vast sum of money to develop a shop in the capital city, so only guilds with significant strength could do so. Resident shops had less variety, but the items were cheaper. 
 
      
 
     It had taken Jason several years to reach the thirtieth floor the first time. This time he reached it much earlier, so the economy was vastly different than what he remembered. The prices were unfamiliar and the items that were considered rare or not were different. After a brief moment of thought, he decided to familiarize himself with the market.  
 
      
 
    He took an entire day to peruse over three hundred shops in the Vistar Kingdom’s capital. Only after familiarizing himself with the current market did he spend all his money.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The first thing Jason bought was a basic grade inventory ring for twenty-five silver, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to store anything he purchased. A basic grade inventory ring had five times more space than a crude grade one. An inventory ring was the most useful item an ascender used, as anything that wasn’t alive could be stored inside it. Perhaps even more nifty was that food didn’t age or spoil while inside. 
 
      
 
     With Jason’s combat experience and knowledge of the tower, he guessed that he would be leveling quickly. Too quickly. It would make whatever equipment he bought obsolete every few days. Buying normal equipment wasn’t wise. Instead, Jason set his sights on an extremely rare set of equipment. Heritage equipment. It leveled up along with the wearer, up to a certain level. Generally, nobody but those rich tycoons would buy this type of equipment. It was just too expensive. With Jason’s current funds, buying even a single piece of heritage equipment was out of the question, so he decided to hold off on upgrading his equipment for now. 
 
      
 
    The next thing he looked at were skills that he desperately wanted. They were among his bread and butter skills and he had raised them to high grades in the past. Unfortunately, because of how rare they were, even a single one was more than five gold. Unable to buy the equipment or skills he wanted, he decided it was finally time to enact a plan he had put aside. 
 
      
 
    Jason made his way towards the central district. There, a blue portal hovered off the ground. People could be seen walking in and out of it. For the first time since his return to the past, he left the tower. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Because you haven't unlocked the twenty-ninth floor, this portal will instead take you to the fifth floor, or you can choose to leave the tower. 
    
  Fifth floor / Exit 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After adjusting to his surroundings, he found himself standing in the middle of a modern city. Skyscrapers over fifty stories high sat like little children around the tower. The tower’s height was beyond what humans could accomplish. It towered higher than the clouds, and even seemed to reach heaven. Thus, the towers were called the Towers of Heaven. People in medieval gear could be seen all around him, as well as people in modern clothes. 
 
      
 
    Before Jason returned to the past, leaving the tower had meant entering a death zone. Every week, a wave of monsters seeking destruction and death would spawn around each tower. Every week they would grow stronger. Twenty years had already passed with humanity defending against the monster waves successfully, but Jason knew it wouldn’t last much longer.  
 
      
 
     This was why the time limit he set for himself was five years. After five years, this city would be overrun by monsters. Skyscrapers would fall and nuclear bombs would be dropped. Humanity should have had enough strength to defend itself, but ascenders weren’t united. The strongest ascenders were busy clearing the tower, not defending from monster waves. 
 
      
 
    Sixty years later, Earth became a death zone. It was filled with millions of monsters, demons, devils, and even dragons. As Jason saw the carefree expressions everyone was wearing, he reminded himself that Earth was currently safe. He relaxed his guard and entered the crowd. His destination was a building near the entrance of the tower that exchanged currencies.  
 
      
 
    After entering the two-story building, Jason saw a long line of ascenders waiting impatiently. It wasn’t only him who wanted to exchange coins, but everyone here. This was why the building was built so close to the tower. Standing guard were high-level ascenders. The amount of money contained within this building was astounding, so the bank which owned this place spent a vast sum to hire guards.  
 
      
 
     Around an hour later it was Jason’s turn. He walked up and placed five gold coins on the counter. “United States dollars, please.” 
 
      
 
    The attendant’s eyes widened slightly before returning to normal. Five gold was a lot, but considering her job, she had seen much more. It only surprised her a little. “That’ll be $40,000 dollars, sir. There will be a five-dollar fee.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem.” Jason waved his hand dismissively. The fee was inconsequential compared to the money he was about to acquire. 
 
      
 
    “Here you are.” The attendant swiftly took out four stacks of US dollars from her inventory ring and placed it on the counter. Jason noticed that the grade of the inventory ring was two grades higher than his. He tried to imagine how much money was within her ring and could only sigh at how poor he was. That’ll change soon. He stored the $40,000 dollars in his inventory ring and left the bank. 
 
      
 
    In the next several hours, he went from one place to the next. He set up a bank account, purchased a laptop and some programs, a disposable phone, and several thousand dollars’ worth of compact food. Finally, he found a library in the city that was lacking in cameras. It took a while, but it was absolutely imperative to his plan. A few days later, he went to the library and began his plan. 
 
      
 
    He opened up his laptop, connected to the internet, and masked his internet address with a virtual private network. Then he paused. Who should I pick? 
 
      
 
    He had only just realized, but what he was about to do would change the political landscape drastically. Think about it. He was going to sell a map of the entire thirty-ninth floor to a guild. The map included geography, weather, the types of monsters, the loot they dropped, their respawn time, the location of the portal, etc. As soon as he sold this map to a top-tier guild, they would be able to grow stronger much more quickly and safely. 
 
      
 
    A top-tier guild had members that were stronger than the vast majority of humans. A single top-tier guild was on par with a country’s strongest weapon: a nuclear bomb. Once he sold a map, the guild he sold it to would immediately grow stronger than their rivals. This meant he could sell it to a top-tier Chinese guild and cause endless problems for the United States. Or he could sell it to one of the African warlords.  
 
      
 
    As his thoughts reached this point, he shivered. The amount of power I have in my hands is too much. He had never been someone who could think of all the possibilities, so after several minutes of hesitation, he decided to trust his gut.  
 
      
 
    He pulled up the homepage of a top-tier European guild. Skyfall. Before he returned to the past, he’d had a close friend named Peter who eventually became the guild leader of Skyfall. Right now, he should have a pretty high position in the guild. The Skyfall guild was focused on ascending the tower. They weren’t politically aligned with their countries, unlike some other guilds. If their power grew, it shouldn’t pose too much of a problem. 
 
      
 
    Jason found Skyfall’s contact information and called their guild’s representative. All of the famous guilds had a headquarters inside the tower and one outside the tower. The one inside would be for the guild members and the one outside would be for public relations and recruitment, among other things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “This is Skyfall’s front desk. How may I help you?” a cheery female voice responded. 
 
      
 
    Jason spoke in an unnatural deep tone. “I want to sell a map of the thirty-ninth floor to your guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” The receptionist paused for a moment. If the person she was speaking to had a map of the thirty-ninth floor, that meant he was very strong, so why wasn’t he contacting their guild leader from inside the tower? “Sir, I’m afraid I can’t help you.” 
 
      
 
    Jason responded as if he expected this response. “I know that there is always a member of the guild stationed outside the tower as a liaison. If something major happened, this member would contact the guild master as fast as possible.” 
 
      
 
    The receptionist blinked in surprise. She didn’t know this, though she did know how important a map of the thirty-ninth floor was. She responded after a moment. “I’ll forward you to my manager.” 
 
      
 
    Jason was forwarded to quite a few people before he finally managed to get to the person he wanted to speak to. The liaison spoke with a hint of impatience. “You say you have a map of the thirty-ninth floor? Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    Jason answered in the same deep voice. “Who I am doesn’t matter. Let’s just say I stole it, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” The liaison wasn’t a dumbass. He could tell that Jason wanted to keep his identity a secret, otherwise he would have met with his guild master face to face. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced at his computer. “Send me an email address and I’ll send you a part of the map. You can compare it with what your guild has already mapped out. You’ll find this is no trifling matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” The liaison narrowed his eyes. This guy has already planned things out to this extent? Is he for real? The liaison started to take this seriously. “Send it to…” 
 
      
 
    Jason had spent the past few days making a detailed map on Photoshop. He was no cartographer, so it was a bit messy, but he was quite proud of his work. Because it was a digital file, he cut off a vast portion of the map before sending it to the liaison’s email. 
 
      
 
    In another building, a brown-haired youth sat in front of a computer. He constantly compared the map on the screen with the map in his hands. After a few minutes, he rose to his feet in shock. “I’ll be right back! I have to contact the guild master.” 
 
      
 
    He placed his phone on the table before rushing out of the building and heading towards the tower. After entering, he found himself inside Skyfall’s guild hall in the capital of the Troy Kingdom. He quickly pulled out the communication necklace from his inventory and put it around his neck. In his mind, numerous connections formed. When he focused on one, a concerned voice called out. “Danny? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Big news, Walter. Someone wants to sell us a map of the thirty-ninth floor!” Danny clenched his hands in excitement. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Walter froze mid-battle. He had to activate a skill to dodge an attack he would have otherwise parried. He quickly pulled back from the monster he was fighting and motioned for his guild members to take over. He was now fully focused on the necklace. “What guild is selling it?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the thing. They want to remain anonymous.” Danny replied with a hint of confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Walter nodded slightly. Did someone have a falling out? Or did they steal it? Or does the guild want to keep it a secret? He shrugged. “Have you verified the map?” 
 
      
 
    “The portion of the map I received only has information around the starting area of the floor, but it's way more detailed than ours. It has information about monster drops, their weaknesses, their stats, their abilities, and how long it takes for them to respawn.” Danny’s face was flushed as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “That much?” Walter was astounded. How could they have so much more information than us? Which guild has this much power? Walter forced himself to calm down. “Where are you? I’ll come to you immediately. Before we do anything rash, let’s confirm the information on it.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries, I already brought a copy.” Danny replied. 
 
      
 
    Walter left the thirty-ninth floor by using a teleport scroll to the thirtieth floor. He met up with Danny and took the map before heading back to the thirty-ninth floor. He found a random monster and followed the directions on how to kill it. Then he waited for it to respawn. Sure enough, it respawned after thirty minutes. His eyes flashed with glee. This map is legit! 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Jason heard a different voice from the other side of the phone. “This is the guild leader of Skyfall, Walter. What should I call you?” 
 
      
 
    Jason thought for a moment. “Index.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Index, you have my full attention.” Walter found the name strange but didn’t give it any mind. 
 
      
 
    “Are you willing to buy my map?” Jason smiled. The fish took the bait. He knew how valuable a map was, so Walter was almost certain to buy it. The only question was for how much. 
 
      
 
    “First, I have a question. Have you or are you planning on selling this map to other guilds? How much Skyfall will pay depends on the answer to this question.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I lie?” Jason chuckled lightly. Before Walter could respond, Jason added. “I plan on selling my maps to Skyfall, and only Skyfall. That is, if you can afford it.” 
 
      
 
    Maps? Plural? Walter gleaned several pieces of information from this. Jason was planning on continuing business with them, which meant he was confident in procuring maps of higher floors. After Walter realized this, he figured Jason had no reason to lie, or else Walter would lose trust in him. Walter’s heart clenched in pain as he said. “5,000 gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” Jason’s face grew red with excitement. “You’re quite sincere, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m paying for an exclusivity contract,” Walter reminded. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course.” Jason laughed with a light heart. What followed next was an exchange of information. Jason sent Walter his information to make a wire transfer. As a show of good faith, Walter paid half of the payment before receiving the map. This was his pride as one of the leaders of the ascenders. After confirming the payment, Jason sent Walter the map of the entire floor. Walter then paid the remaining amount.  
 
     
 
    “Excellent!” Walter exclaimed as he inspected the map. He immediately began to print out copies to hand to his subordinates. 
 
      
 
    “How may I contact you in the future?” Jason asked before ending the call. 
 
      
 
    “Contact Danny, he’s my liaison with the outside world.” Walter told Jason a phone number. 
 
      
 
    After all that, Jason ended the call and stretched. He had spent several hours waiting patiently, and it had all been worth it. As he looked at his bank account, he found fifty million dollars sitting there. A mid-tier guild made that much money in an entire year, yet it only took him a few hours. Unfortunately, he would have to wait until the guilds reached the next floor before he could sell them another map. No, wait, the fortieth floor doesn’t need a map. The forty-first floor then. 
 
      
 
    Jason picked up his belongings and left the library. He stored his laptop and disposable phone in his crude-quality inventory ring where it was promptly shredded to pieces.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Before going all out in purchasing equipment and skills, Jason did something he had been wanting to do for a while but hadn’t because of a lack of funds. He entered a random store outside the tower and purchased the fireball spell for one hundred thousand dollars. After that, he rode the bus to the nearest airport. A few hours later he landed in Virginia and took a taxi to the suburbs outside Virginia Beach. 
 
      
 
    Jason stood in front of a small one-story house. Over the years, the weather had torn away the paint and shingles. They had long since needed replacing. Jason sighed heavily as he looked over the patchy front yard and small fence. It’s just as I remembered it. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of reminiscing, he recalled what he came here to do. He strode up to the front door and rang the doorbell. Nobody came. Jason chuckled bitterly. Does he think I’m some door salesman? He promptly rang the doorbell over and over. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the door swung open, followed by an irritated male voice. “Who in the hel-” 
 
      
 
    The man froze when he recognized Jason. He leaned forward in his wheelchair with a frown. “Jason? Did you get plastic surgery?” 
 
      
 
     As his stats rose, his body had returned to its prime. He now looked like a twenty-year-old. His father had mistaken the fundamental change in his body for plastic surgery. Jason chuckled. “Of course not. Besides, aren’t I a bit too young for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh, is it some lotion then? Damn, technology is really advancing fast these days. Send me the brand name, would you?” Jason’s father moved his wheelchair out of the way. “I didn’t expect you to come over. Why didn’t you call?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Jason scratched his cheek as he walked in and shut the door behind him. “I wanted this to be a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t expect me to cook something,” his father remarked. 
 
      
 
    As Jason was led into the living room, he inspected his father with tears in his eyes. It’s been so long. He’s still the same. Much like Jason, his father had dark brown hair and eyes, a chiseled jaw, and a muscular physique. Even though his father had been paralyzed from the waist down, he still worked out his upper body every day. A habit since his military days. 
 
      
 
    In the original past, not the one he returned to, he had been able to move his father into the tower when Earth had become overrun. He thought his father would be safe there, but he ended up perishing during a floor battle. He hadn’t seen his father in over twenty years. Jason secretly wiped the tears from his eyes and sat down on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “I tried calling your phone a few weeks ago, but you didn’t answer. I even left a voicemail,” his father casually commented. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my phone got destroyed. I haven’t gotten a new one since. Sorry.” Jason had been stuck in Aros’s trial for three weeks, otherwise he would have contacted his father sooner. 
 
      
 
    “Got destroyed? That’s a strange way of saying it,” his father remarked. 
 
      
 
    Jason fell silent. He glanced at his father’s frail legs out of the corner of his eye and grew solemn. His dad noticed the change in atmosphere. “What’s up? Have you gotten into trouble?” 
 
      
 
    Jason waved his hand. The fireball spell book appeared with a flash of light. He handed the book over. “Open this book.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” When his father saw the book appear out of thin air, he instantly thought of an inventory ring. Even though he wasn’t an ascender, even a normal person knew a bit about the tower. It had been twenty years, after all. That was why he was profoundly shocked when he saw the ancient book that Jason shoved into his hands. He struggled to speak. “Is this a- a skill book?” 
 
      
 
    “A fireball spell book, actually,” Jason corrected. 
 
      
 
    His father struggled inwardly for a moment before he pushed the book back. “I can’t take this. I know how expensive these things are.” 
 
      
 
    Jason thought up a quick lie. “Dad, to be honest, I’ve been an ascender for about a year now. I don’t make much, but I’ve been saving to get you this. You better accept it.” 
 
      
 
    “You what?” His father found it hard to believe what he heard. Being an ascender was incredibly dangerous. He ignored the spell book and berated angrily. “How could you take such a risky job? I thought you were doing just fine with construction?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Dad. I joined a guild and they’ve been of great help to me. They taught me how to fight and survive. Plus, I only stick to the lower floors. I stay within my limits,” Jason quickly explained to try to alleviate his father’s anger. 
 
      
 
    “Well…” His father struggled inwardly before he fell silent.  
 
      
 
    Jason changed the topic. “Dad, open the book. Please?” 
 
      
 
    His father glanced down at the spell book in his lap. His hands shook as he picked it up. Ever so slowly, he flipped it open. As if expecting it, he read the transparent screen that appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Do you want to learn the fireball spell? 
    
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His eyes turned red as he raised his finger and pushed ‘yes’. In response, the spell book dispersed into light and flowed into his body. He read the following notifications, informing him that his body had been fundamentally changed and so on. 
 
      
 
    Jason quickly said. “Check your status screen. Do you have any status effects?” 
 
      
 
    His father spoke the words he thought he’d never say. “Status screen.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Austin 
  
      	  Title: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Age: 54 
  
      	  Race: Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 1 
  
      	  Stat Points: 0 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 100/100 
  
      	  Health Regeneration: .40/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 90/90 
  
      	  Stamina Regeneration: .36/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana: 50/50 
  
      	  Mana Regeneration: .20/s 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 12 
  
      	  Vitality: 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 4 
  
      	  Endurance: 18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intelligence: 10 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Tenacity: 15 
  
      	  Fortitude: 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Debuffs: 
    
  Disabled (3 minutes remaining) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Is this what I think it means?” Austin pointed with a quivering finger. 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded with a warm smile. “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    The following three minutes were the longest three minutes of Austin’s life. His eyes were glued to the timer. The closer the debuff was to wearing off, the tighter his chest clenched. As soon as the three minutes passed, a tingling sensation rose from his legs. He gasped. “I can feel my legs!” 
 
      
 
    Austin hastily rose to his feet before promptly falling forward. It had been a few years since he could move his legs, so he had forgotten how to. Jason caught him before he could hit the ground and helped him stand. “Take your time. Slowly now.” 
 
      
 
    Austin was a military man through and through. He’d spent ten years of his life in the Marines. He could count the number of times he’d cried on one hand. Most of them were when he was a child. Now, though, tears fell like a waterfall. He turned and embraced Jason. “Thank you. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Jason hugged his father as he thought back to the future-past. It had taken much longer then until he could afford an ability book. His father went nearly a decade without the ability to feel his legs due to an unfortunate construction accident. Now though, he’d accomplished the task within a month of entering the tower. His father didn’t have to suffer as much this time around. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, not everyone was allowed to enter the tower. There were various rules and regulations that had to be followed, otherwise every sick and disabled person would be miraculously cured. This artificial barrier was not created by accident, but put in place by the top guilds. The tower couldn’t hold everyone; it was already overcrowded as it was. To prevent more competition, the top guilds threatened the governments of the world, preventing most people from entering the tower. One side effect was driving up the cost of ability books, which would be bought by disabled people at a sky-high price. Those without money were put onto a long waiting list.  
 
      
 
    For the next few hours, Jason helped his father learn to walk again. This was his second time doing so, but it didn’t matter. When he saw how happy and excited his father was, he felt that it was all worth it. Jason clenched his hands. I won’t let you die this time. I promise! 
 
   
  
 




 Chapter 16 
 
    Jason left deep in the night. His father stood at the door and reminded, “Don’t forget to buy another cellphone. You remember my number?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. See you later.” Jason got into the taxi that he had called for a while ago. After arriving at the airport, he took a plane back to the tower and found a hotel to sleep in. When he woke up, he meandered through the city and slowly made his way to the tower. He was getting a feel for the atmosphere. Everyone was happy and expectant for the future. No longer was he in a world consumed by destruction, evil, death, fear, and cynicism. The change took some getting used to. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, he gathered his thoughts and started heading towards the tower. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a youth sitting on a bench. The youth stared aimlessly at the tower, his eyes unfocused. When Jason saw the kid, he froze, his mouth agape. Blond hair, green eyes, a small frame. He looks exactly like… 
 
      
 
    Jason calmed his beating heart as he walked up to the youth. He sat down next to the teenage boy and stared at him. The boy didn’t seem to notice. He continued to stare up at the tower. Jason leaned back on the bench, his thoughts a mess. Time passed slowly, and soon a half hour had gone by. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the boy noticed he had a companion. He inspected Jason’s leather equipment before he asked, “Why are you an ascender?” 
 
      
 
    Jason chuckled inwardly. Something seemed off. Who would ask such a deep question to a stranger? Jason turned to face the boy, his expression solemn. “To save humanity!” 
 
      
 
    The boy blinked. “Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded slowly. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    The boy chuckled hoarsely. “What are you protecting humanity from?” 
 
      
 
    Jason raised his hand and pointed at a red siren attached to a nearby building. “Monsters.” 
 
     
 
    The boy took a closer look at Jason. He could tell from Jason’s eyes and confident speech that Jason was telling the truth. He smiled bitterly. “You believe that eventually the monster waves will overrun humanity?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Jason didn’t expect that the boy would know what he meant. Even after twenty years, only a very small minority was concerned with how the monster attacks were getting more powerful over time. Jason nodded. “That’s right. We have around five years left before the balance tips in the monsters’ favor.” 
 
      
 
    “Five years, huh?” The boy found this familiar, it wasn’t the first time he’d heard this. He looked up at the tower. “Don’t tell me you’re like one of those selfless heroes from a comic book, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not!” Jason said without hesitation. His eyes lit up. “I want to be rich and surrounded by beauties! But most importantly, I want the world to know till the end of time that it was me, Jason Woltz, that saved the world from destruction!” 
 
      
 
    The boy was stunned silly. He didn’t expect this answer at all and thought Jason was joking until he noticed the light shining from Jason’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jason turned to the boy with a smirk. “What?” 
 
      
 
    The boy recovered a moment later and remarked, “You’re strange.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? How so?” 
 
      
 
    The boy looked down at the ground. “If you want to save humanity, you’d have to climb to the upper floors and beyond. Aren’t you afraid for your life?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I am.” Jason rolled his eyes. “I want to be alive when I’m famous, not dead.” 
 
      
 
    The boy looked defeated as he sighed heavily. “You’re going to die.” 
 
      
 
    Jason was starting to get angry. Was he always like this? This wasn’t the person he had admired and respected. He snorted. “It sounds like you’re afraid.” 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, the boy met Jason’s eyes. “I’m not afraid of death. I’m just afraid that it will be meaningless. Trying to save humanity? That’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it.” Jason stared back. 
 
      
 
    “To what end? How many waves will there be? No one knows.” The boy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Jason hesitated briefly before deciding to say it. “There’s another way.” 
 
      
 
    “Another way?” The boy paused 
 
      
 
    “If you clear the top floor of the tower, the monster waves will stop.” Jason said quietly. 
 
      
 
    It was like the boy was struck by lightning. He stood up in shock and exclaimed. “Is that true? Where did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Jason hadn’t expected this reaction. It was like the boy had been waiting to hear such words. Jason couldn’t reveal the truth, so he told a lie. “I heard it from a god.” 
 
      
 
    “What? You’ve talked to a god? Which one?” The boy looked at Jason in a new light. 
 
      
 
    Jason sneered. “Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry,” the boy apologized. If Jason talked to a god, that meant he was a champion. Such individuals were highly secretive about their status. 
 
      
 
    The boy sat back down and clenched his hands. “So it’s true. Humanity can be saved!” 
 
      
 
    Jason stood up and reached his hand out to the boy. “How about it? Want to save humanity with me?” 
 
      
 
    The boy looked up at Jason. It was like there was a halo of light surrounding Jason, making him blinding to the eyes. The boy gritted his teeth and shook Jason’s hand. “Okay!” 
 
     
 
    Jason laughed. “Good. My name is Jason. What’s yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Roy!” Roy smiled brightly, as if a heavy weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He had been wallowing in despair and sadness, but now he had been given a new goal. 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, a blaring noise rang out. The hundreds of red sirens located throughout the city activated simultaneous, sending out a warning. “Monster portals have arrived! Monster portals have arrived!” 
 
      
 
    To the north, a bright red flare shot into the sky. More could be seen to the south, west, and east. They were set off by ascenders who just so happened to be near a portal when it spawned. Almost instantly, Jason and Roy kicked off the ground. They headed towards the closest flare. 
 
      
 
    To Jason’s surprise, Roy was even faster than he was. What level is he? Jason was currently level 15, but he had bonus stats thanks to being a champion of Aros, so Roy must be even higher than that. A flash of light covered Roy, and a moment later he was covered in a set of beautiful white leather adorned with complex red patterns. In his hand was a pure white sword. Jason was shocked. Heritage equipment? Why does he have that? What exactly is Roy’s background? The Roy in Jason’s past never talked about it. 
 
      
 
    With the generous stats granted by the heritage armor, Jason was left in Roy’s dust. Thankfully, a portal could be seen up ahead, or Jason would have been left behind. The portal hovered a foot off the ground. Monsters could be seen exiting it, only to be attacked by nearby ascenders. A chaotic battle was underway. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  High Orc - Level 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 10,000/10,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  High Orc Shaman - Level 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 9,000/9,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason ground to a halt. The monsters were way too strong for him to handle at the moment, so he would have to leave everything to the other ascenders. He could only stand there, frustrated at his weakness. Is Roy stronger than I thought? Isn’t he only fifteen years old this year? Even after seeing the monster’s levels, Roy continued to close the gap between him and the nearest monster. 
 
      
 
    A barrage of spells and skills assaulted a high orc, causing it to stagger forward and lose a chunk of its health. It recovered and saw a small human running towards it. The high orc was angered. It was a high and mighty orc, yet a weak-looking human was challenging it. Roaring with fury, it swung its large axe and attempted to cleave the puny human in half. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.” Roy awkwardly attempted to parry the axe with his sword, only to miss. The axe smacked into his side, causing him to be knocked up and sent flying through the air. A trail of blood was left in his wake. 
 
      
 
    Jason watched all this happen from a short distance away. Thankfully, the high orc was assaulted by another wave of spells and couldn’t follow up, so he took this chance to run up to Roy. “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    Roy grabbed Jason’s hand and was pulled to his feet. “Yeah, sorry. It was stronger than I thought.” 
 
      
 
    Jason helped Roy to safety. “What level are you?” 
 
      
 
    Roy hesitated, but after remembering that Jason said he was a champion, his reticence disappeared. “1.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jason nearly dropped Roy to the ground in surprise. “You wanted to fight a level 50 high orc at level 1?” 
 
      
 
    Roy was ashamed. “Well, I didn’t think they’d be so strong.” 
 
      
 
    Jason quickly reprimanded. “Are you stupid? Even a level 1 natural-born wouldn’t be so stupid as to fight a level 50 high orc, even if they had heritage equipment!” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Roy’s cheeks turned red as he laughed. Looks like I overestimated my strength. 
 
      
 
    “Wait.” Jason suddenly put two and two together. He looked at Roy in shock. “Are you a natural-born?” 
 
      
 
    He had known Roy for a good many years, yet he never knew that Roy was a natural-born. That would explain why he was able to run so fast and have heritage equipment at level 1. Roy nodded, confirming Jason’s thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Roy was severely wounded, so Jason kept him a safe distance away from the portal. By the time he recovered, the monsters were all killed by the nearby ascenders. After running out of monsters to spawn, the portal disappeared in a flash of light. The sirens turned off and the city grew calm. The monster waves across the city were taken care of. 
 
      
 
    Roy stored his equipment away before looking at Jason in confusion. “Didn’t you say you would save humanity? Why are you so weak?” 
 
      
 
    Jason nearly fainted from embarrassment. He quickly defended himself. “I entered the tower around a month ago.” 
 
      
 
    “What? And you said you’d defend humanity?” Roy suddenly felt faint at heart. He had just agreed to work together with Jason and was already beginning to regret it. 
 
      
 
    Jason noticed Roy looking hesitant, so he quickly snorted. “I’m incredibly strong! I’m just lacking stats and skills.” 
 
      
 
    Roy snapped back. “Being strong IS having stats and skills.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no one more talented than me in the world!” Jason corrected. In the past, there were plenty of people more talented than Jason, but as of right now, he could be said to be the most technically skilled human alive. He was just lacking stats and skills. 
 
      
 
    Roy was exasperated. How do you argue with people like this? He felt that Jason was incredibly arrogant. Was it really best to work with someone like this? 
 
      
 
    Jason realized that he was sounding a bit crazy. He needed Roy at his side without question, so he needed to prove his value, and there was one way to do that. He smirked. “Have you heard of the colosseum on the thirtieth floor?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Roy furrowed his brows. “I believe the record is the twelfth challenge, right?” 
 
      
 
    “The twelfth challenge? That’s nothing.” Jason waved his hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Roy didn’t take Jason seriously. “What level have you gotten to?” 
 
      
 
    Jason raised his chin. “I haven’t taken it yet!” 
 
      
 
    Roy promptly turned around and began to walk away. Jason quickly blocked his path. “Wait, wait, wait. Let’s have a competition. If you reach a higher level than me, then you can save humanity on your own, but if I reach a higher level than you, you have to join me.” 
 
      
 
    Only after Jason exhausted all of his means of persuasion did Roy finally decide to agree to the competition. As such, they turned and headed towards the tower. Right before they entered the tower, Jason handed Roy a teleportation scroll to the thirtieth floor. He had purchased around a hundred of them before heading to his father’s house. “I’ll meet you in front of the colosseum.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Roy watched Jason disappear into the tower. He needed to enter the tower to move forward, but he hesitated. He clenched his teeth. Mom, Dad, I know you didn’t want me to enter the tower, but I’m going to finish what you started. With his goal clear, he stepped forward and disappeared in a flash of light. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The sun was reaching its zenith. Unlike the earlier floors, the thirtieth floor had a day and night cycle. Twelve hours of daylight and twelve hours of night. Residents and ascenders filled the capital of the Vistar kingdom, rushing here and there. The colosseum was packed like always. Ascenders dueled each other and guilds competed, but even more took on the arena challenges. Completing a challenge was a mark of one’s combat prowess. Not only would you be awarded a title, allowing you to show off, but you would also receive a unique skill based on your personality if you completed the tenth level. As for the rewards beyond that, no one knew. 
 
      
 
    Jason leaned against the colosseum wall as he waited. A few minutes later, Roy called out to him. “Yo.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Jason opened his arms wide. 
 
      
 
    Roy inspected the city before turning back to Jason with a smile. “It’s just like I’ve heard. It’s beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Jason wrapped his arm around Roy’s shoulder and led him further into the colosseum. “You know how the challenges work, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “What level do you think you’ll reach? The second?” Jason teased. 
 
      
 
    Roy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “At least the fifth.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Jason didn’t expect Roy to be so confident. “Do you have experience fighting?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Roy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Jason nearly tripped. “Good luck then.” 
 
      
 
    Jason knew how talented Roy was, but right now he was just a fifteen-year-old youth with no combat experience. How far could he really reach? Right now, he needed to be guided in the right direction. The colosseum challenges were hard, but they showed the path you needed to train towards. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s meet back out here for lunch after.” Jason said as he manipulated the screen to begin the first arena challenge. 
 
      
 
    “Show me the best restaurant.” Roy had never had the food from the tower, so he was looking forward to what a medieval city had to offer. 
 
      
 
    “Will do. See you later.” Jason disappeared in a flash of light, leaving Roy standing there thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Roy inspected the screen before him. It had appeared once he arrived in the vicinity of the colosseum. His parents had told him all about the tower, but it was his first time experiencing it firsthand. As he compared his experience with his parent’s stories, he smiled. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have selected the arena challenge. When your health reaches 0, you will be teleported out and recovered to full life. 
    
  5... 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After five seconds, Roy found himself in the middle of the colosseum. Startled, he glanced down at his hands. I’m so weak. Is this the strength of a normal human? While challenging the arena, your stats were set to 15 and you weren’t allowed to use abilities. Roy was basically a level 1 ascender, something he had never experienced before. When he was a toddler, he had already been stronger than a grown man. The difference was even more exaggerated once he became a teenager. 
 
      
 
    A plethora of crude-grade weapons and equipment appeared in front of Roy. Each one hovered off the ground. Before choosing his equipment, he began to jump in place and perform some basic exercises. Only after familiarizing himself with his strength did he walk up and choose a longsword. As soon as he did, the rest of the weapons disappeared. The same thing happened to the armor when he picked a set of leather armor. Shrugging in indifference, he smiled confidently. This is all I’ll need. 
 
      
 
    In a flash of light, a green goblin appeared some twenty feet in front of him. Roy was flabbergasted. This is the challenge everyone was hyping up? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin - Level 1 
  Health: 50/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The first challenge was just your normal, everyday goblin. There was nothing special about it, except that it lacked fear. As soon as it appeared, it charged forward, recklessly swinging its short sword. Roy had no experience in combat, but he was bold and brave. With nothing to fear, he slashed out when the goblin was within range. 
 
      
 
    The goblin shrieked in pain as a terrifying gash appeared across its chest. A normal goblin would have fled in fear after realizing it was outmatched, but this goblin was spawned by the colosseum. It recovered and attacked in less than a second after being wounded. Roy was caught off guard, but his reaction was quick. He blocked with his sword just in time. 
 
      
 
    Roy dealt a few blows in quick succession, easily finishing the fight. A goblin was, after all, just a goblin. Roy released a breath as a smile tugged at his lips. My first monster kill. A goblin, just like everyone else. 
 
      
 
    A countdown of ten seconds appeared. When the timer hit zero, ten goblins appeared, carrying various weapons. As soon as they spawned, they ran forward with boisterous shrieks. Roy panicked. He could handle one goblin, maybe even three, but ten at once? Before he could gather his thoughts, the goblins were on him. He used his superior reach to wound one, but was hit by a spear-wielding goblin. The pain caused Roy to stagger, allowing more attacks to find their marks. 
 
      
 
    His health reached 0 just a few seconds later. Fighting ten goblins at once was overwhelming, especially for a newbie like Roy. Roy appeared outside the colosseum, a look of shock on his face. I died, just like that? He’d barely put up a fight, and that was just the second challenge. Wasn’t the world record the twelfth challenge? 
 
      
 
    A raging fire lit up within Roy’s heart. As soon as he appeared outside, he once again entered the arena to challenge it. He would try as many times as it took. He would beat those ten goblins today. 
 
     
 
    A few hours later, Jason appeared outside the colosseum in a flash of light. He nearly fell to the ground from exhaustion. A nearby ascender helped him stand. “It’s tough, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Jason thanked him with a nod before sighing. “Yeah, I just can’t beat that level. I don’t think I ever will.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give up, bro.” The ascender walked towards the colosseum before disappearing in a flash of light. 
 
     
 
    Jason sat against the colosseum wall to regain his strength. It wasn’t his body that was exhausted, but his head. To pass through the challenges required using techniques that relied heavily on the mind. If his stats were higher, he would be able to last longer, but with fifteen to all stats, it was difficult. He looked up at the sun to figure out the time before closing his eyes to take a short rest. 
 
     
 
    “Jason!” A soft voice woke him up.  
 
      
 
    Jason opened his eyes to see a smiling Roy. He smirked. “How’d you do? Did you reach the fifth challenge?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, I only beat the second challenge.” Roy scratched his cheek sheepishly. “I underestimated the colosseum.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s still good.” Jason yawned as he stood up. “Ready to get some food?” 
 
      
 
    “The best restaurant,” Roy reminded. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait until you try some magically cooked food. It’s great.” Jason led Roy through the capital. They walked on the side of the road out of the carriages’ and the horses’ way. In less than half an hour, they stood before a high-class restaurant. Patrons could be seen going in and out. The place was absolutely packed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, damn,” Roy muttered when he saw how busy the restaurant was, though it only increased his desire to eat there. 
 
      
 
    “Watch this.” Jason grinned as he strode up to a well-dressed man standing behind a counter. Jason slyly passed a gold coin into the man’s hand. “A table for two please.” 
 
      
 
    The man glanced down at the coin before tucking it away into his pocket. He beckoned Jason with his hand. “Right away, sir. A table for two just opened up.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, is this what it feels like to be a noble?” Roy whispered under his breath. He was learning how the adult world worked firsthand. 
 
      
 
    Roy and Jason were led to a quiet table on the second floor. Roy read through the menu, his eyes shining. “What the? They serve monster meat?” 
 
      
 
    Jason gave a nod. “Of course. The tower is a magical, fantastical world. The food is even better than outside. For example, this griffon egg, when cooked, is a hundred times better than a chicken’s egg.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing!” Roy ended up selecting cockatrice meat as his main with a side of slime jelly and bread for a total of five gold. Jason got his usual, a salad made of rare nutritious herbs and the meat of a basilisk for a total of six gold. For a single meal, they spent over fifty thousand dollars. 
 
      
 
    Not long after, their meals were delivered fresh right from the kitchen. Roy and Jason dug in and both let out a moan. For Roy, it was his first time tasting such delicious food, and for Jason, it had been years since he had eaten here. 
 
      
 
    In the middle of eating, a screen popped up in front of both of them. To Jason it wasn’t a surprise, but to Roy, it left him stunned. “What? There’s such an effect? No wonder the food was so expensive.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Health, Stamina, and Mana have risen by 500 and all regeneration is increased by 200% for 4 hours. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cooking was one profession that was difficult to master. That was even more so the case when you factored in magical cooking. The benefits cooking brought to ascenders were enormous. Besides getting buffs, you could even get permanent stats for eating rare ingredients. 
 
      
 
    Near the end of their meal, Roy sent Jason a glance. “So, what challenge did you get to?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing much.” Jason opened his status screen and sent Roy the information of his title. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  14th Challenge Completion 
  
     
 
      
      	  All stats +5% 
  All Damage +5% 
  +5% XP gain from all sources 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Whaaaaaaaaaaat?” Roy knocked his chair to the ground as he leapt to his feet in shock. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    The nearby patrons glared at Roy in irritation. Realizing what he had done, he quickly apologized. “Sorry, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Roy picked up his chair and sat down before once again looking at the status screen, still unable to believe it was real. “How is this possible? You even beat the world record!” 
 
      
 
    Jason waved his hand, dispersing the screen to make sure no one else would see it. He grinned victoriously. “Looks like I won the bet.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but didn’t you say you just entered the tower? How are you so skilled?” Roy was unconcerned about losing the bet. He couldn’t keep his mind from replaying the status screen. 
 
      
 
    Jason, unable to tell the truth, just rolled his eyes. “Didn’t I tell you I’m the most talented person on earth? Now do you believe me?” 
 
      
 
    Roy had previously thought Jason was arrogant to the extreme, but it looked like he really was the most talented person in the world. Roy felt that if he worked together with someone like Jason, saving humanity might just be possible. Suddenly, he thought of his parents. His face grew dark as he whispered, “Be careful of the dark guilds.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the serious look on Roy’s face, Jason was confused. Why would a fifteen-year-old boy who’d just entered the tower warn him of the dark guilds? He asked. “How much do you know about them?” 
 
      
 
    Roy clenched his hands. “Enough to know not to mess with them.” 
 
      
 
    Jason saw that Roy’s eyes had turned slightly red. Does he have a history with them? Jason thought he knew about Roy, but it looked like he was wrong. Roy must have hidden his past deeply by the time they’d met in the alternate past. 
 
     
 
    For a time, silence fell over their table. Roy thought back to the status screen Jason showed him. He was still uncertain how you could get so far without using any abilities and having fifteen to all stats. Was it really possible? Roy asked uncertainly, “So is there some trick to the challenges?” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” Jason shook his head. He thought for a moment before raising three fingers. “Have you heard of the three exalted techniques?” 
 
      
 
    “The three exalted techniques?” Roy tilted his head. “Are they abilities?” 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “No. They were possible to use before the towers arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Are they that powerful?” Roy was doubtful. He knew how magical and fantastical the tower was. 
 
      
 
    “Incredibly powerful.” Jason leaned back in his chair as he began to explain. “It is possible to reach the seventh challenge without learning these techniques by pushing the human body to the limits. Dodging, parrying, deflecting, attacking weaknesses, and positioning. These are all difficult to master, but they’re much easier to learn than the three exalted techniques.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Roy gasped. “I get it. That orc on the third challenge used a heavy axe and had higher strength than me. I have to deflect his weapon instead of challenging it head on.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one way. Parrying isn’t an option, but dodging is.” Jason smiled. Sure enough, Roy is a combat genius. I wonder how far he’ll go with me teaching him? It gave Jason the shivers. 
 
      
 
    “So if I can master those techniques, then I can beat the seventh challenge, huh?” Roy’s eyes glittered at the thought of it. He focused back on Jason. “So what’s the three exalted techniques? Can they beat all the challenges? Oh, how many challenges are there, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Slow down.” Jason waved his hand. “One question at a time.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Roy forced himself to calm down, but his sparkling eyes said otherwise. 
 
     
 
    Jason shook his head. “There are fifteen challenges. The three exalted techniques can’t beat the last one, they can only get you to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it that hard?” Roy gulped. If even Jason, the most talented person in the world couldn’t beat it, did he have a chance? 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes narrowed. “You fight yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Yourself?” Roy didn’t expect this. He was thinking he would have to fight a dragon. 
 
      
 
    Jason sighed heavily as he thought back to his recent defeat. “Right. You have to beat yourself, an exact copy to be exact. The copy has all of your techniques and combat experience.” 
 
      
 
    Roy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t that result in a draw then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how do you beat it? Isn’t it impossible?” Roy frowned. Was the colosseum so ruthless in that it wouldn’t let anybody win? 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “No, it’s possible. There’s only one way: to surpass yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Roy fell silent for a moment before his frown deepened. “But you said that the only way to reach the fifteenth floor is to master the human body and learn the three exalted techniques. How is it possible to surpass perfection?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’m stuck.” Jason sighed again. He had tried hundreds of times, maybe even thousands. He had lost count long ago. 
 
      
 
    Roy fell back in his chair, defeated. “Then isn’t it impossible?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Jason shook his head. “I know someone who beat it.” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes lit up. “Really? Where are they? Why doesn’t the world know about them?” 
 
      
 
    Jason looked at Roy briefly before turning away. “They died.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Roy fell silent. Once again, a blanket of silence covered their table. Once again, Roy was the one to change the subject. “You still haven’t explained the three exalted techniques.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot.” Jason crossed his arms. “These techniques can only be learned in one order. The first is called the effortless body, the second the heavenly eye, and the third is foresight.” 
 
      
 
    “Effortless body, heavenly eye, and foresight?” Roy repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Effortless body means to master your body. To feel the wind, to hear all sounds, to see everything within your field of vision, as well as using the least amount of strength to perform an action.” 
 
      
 
    “So, dodging within the narrowest margin?” Roy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” Jason nodded. “The heavenly eye is the next technique. It means to form an image of your surroundings in your mind. To remember the position of every rock, every monster, every arrow, etc. Once you master this technique, you can never be sneaked up on.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that really within human limits?” Roy asked with doubtful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Many martial artists through the centuries have mastered this technique, even before the tower arrived.” Jason explained. “Though their number was much lower than now, where battle is around every corner.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. The first two sound amazing already. What’s the last technique?” 
 
      
 
    “Foresight—that is to anticipate the future and react before it happens.” Jason grinned. Heaven only knows how long it took for him to master this technique. 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” Roy was beginning to feel overwhelmed. “There’s so much to learn.” 
 
      
 
    The waiter came over with the bill, which Jason and Roy paid. Standing up to leave, Jason patted Roy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Just take one step at a time. You’ve just entered the tower yet you already beat the second challenge. You can definitely reach my level.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! I’ll work hard.” Roy was getting pumped up. “So, what now?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re a natural-born, you don’t need any abilities for now, right?” Jason asked as they left the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    “No way, I already have so much. I don’t know what to focus on.” Roy sighed exaggeratedly. 
 
      
 
    “Tch.” Jason clicked his tongue enviously. Damn kid doesn’t know how lucky he is. Jason led Roy to the market district. “First, I’ll buy myself some heritage armor and some abilities, and then…” 
 
      
 
    “And then?” 
 
      
 
    “We go to the first floor!” 
 
      
 
    Roy nearly tripped. He just remembered that he hadn’t even passed the first floor. He repeated a mantra in his head. Baby steps, Baby steps. 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The six kingdoms on the thirtieth floor controlled a vast amount of territory. Within these territories were a variety of biomes; plains, forests, jungles, deserts, and more. In these territories were dungeons. Dungeons were initially owned by the kingdoms, but after twenty years, most of them have been bought up by the top and upper-tier guilds for a vast sum. 
 
      
 
    A variety of metals, ores, herbs, wood, and other materials could be acquired by farming these dungeons. By defeating the boss in each dungeon, equipment had a chance of dropping, as well as skill and spell books.  
 
      
 
    Most guilds all looked forward to one drop in particular. Heritage equipment. They were worth nothing to high level ascenders, but heritage armor was a favorite of rich tycoons, either for themselves or their family. By equipping with heritage armor, the first thirty floors would be much easier to ascend, though still dangerous if you weren’t careful. 
 
      
 
    Thus, to find heritage equipment, you had to go to the shops owned by upper and top-tier guilds. Only they sold them. Jason led Roy to a shop owned by a top-tier North American guild by the name of Daredevil. Their guild master, Trevor, had recently reached the heavenly eye level. Few dared to cross the guild. The Daredevil guild owned the most dungeons in the Vistar kingdom, so they had the highest chance of selling heritage equipment.  
 
      
 
    The shop was one of the most luxurious buildings in the market district, made out of beautiful high-quality marble. Long banners with the Daredevil’s guild logo adorned the sides of the building. The patrons here were far and few between, but all of them were ascenders with some backing. 
 
      
 
    Jason entered the shop with Roy at his side. The inside of the store was much bigger than it appeared from the outside. On the walls hung weapons and armor, while rows of transparent glass containers held a plethora of jewelry. Rings, necklaces, and earrings glittered brightly. Roy’s eyes shone just as bright as he took in his surroundings. “Wow! There is so much high-level equipment.”  
 
      
 
    He ran up to a glass container holding rings and examined them. “What the hell? All of these are higher than novice grade!” 
 
      
 
    “150 gold for a single ring?” Roy sucked in a breath. Expensive! Too expensive! Ascenders were allowed to have a maximum of ten rings, one necklace, and two earrings equipped at once. That meant it would cost around two thousand gold to outfit yourself in accessories. Only now did Roy understand how expensive it was to maintain gear as an ascender. Good equipment didn’t come cheap. 
 
      
 
    Jason left Roy to himself as he walked up to the back of the store, where a gorgeous young woman stood behind a counter. She smiled brightly as Jason approached. “Hello, sir. Welcome to Daredevil’s store. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    Jason raised a finger. “An entire set of heritage armor, including a heritage shield and sword.” 
 
      
 
    The saleswoman immediately smiled from ear to ear. This was a big customer! She waved her hand, summoning five pieces of dark blue armor, a black shield, and a sword. “That’ll be 2,000 gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Jason’s heart bled as he summoned a large pouch filled with gold coins. He didn’t necessarily need heritage equipment, but it would vastly increase the speed at which he ascended the lower floors. Besides, when he was done with it, he could give it to his father to increase his survivability. When Jason thought of this, he felt better about spending so much money. 
 
      
 
    The saleswoman’s eyes lit up with a flash of light as she used the inspect spell. She was immediately able to determine the amount of gold coins in the pouch. After finding everything in order, she stored the bag into her inventory. “Thank you for your patronage. Would you like anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Jason thought for a moment. “Do you sell potions?” 
 
      
 
    “We do. What grade would you like?” The saleswoman summoned five bottles of red liquid, with each bottle a shade deeper than the last. 
 
      
 
    “500 basic-grade health potions and 100 grand grade, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    “That rounds to 25 gold.” The saleswoman summoned six hundred potions onto the counter. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-five gold was nothing compared to two thousand. After paying for the potions, the saleswoman asked. “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any rare skills for a tank who uses heavy armor, a shield, and a sword?” Jason asked expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “We have a few. Take a look.” The saleswoman placed a few tattered books onto the counter. 
 
      
 
    Jason leaned forward and read the text on the front of the books. Warcry, Spell Reflect, and Rush, huh? The selection wasn’t much, but they were all skills he wanted. “I’ll take them all.” 
 
      
 
    “1,500 gold, sir.” The saleswoman smiled with glee. She would receive a big bonus today. 
 
      
 
    After forking over the gold, Jason was nearly broke. He had less than 500 gold remaining. Sighing heavily, he turned and called out to Roy, who was checking out a sword on the wall. “Roy, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, okay.” Roy turned to leave, but not before giving another glance at the weapons on the wall. He left the store and caught up to Jason. “So, what’d you get?” 
 
     
 
    “A set of heritage equipment, potions, and three skills.” Jason said as he took out the three skill books and promptly learned them. They dispersed into light after being used. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what skills did you get?” Roy asked curiously. He was only familiar with his own skills and a few other basic ones. 
 
      
 
    Jason swiped with his hand and a wall of information appeared in front of Roy.  
 
      
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Warcry - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 25 Stamina to release a shout, causing enemies within 15 feet to cower in fear for 3 seconds. 
  1-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spell Reflect - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 20 Stamina to reflect a targeted spell back at its caster. 
  3-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 50 Stamina to charge towards a targeted point with 25% increased speed. While charging, you are immune to most crowd control effects. 
  1-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Oooh.” Roy was fascinated by these foreign skills. After memorizing them, he turned to Jason. “How much did they cost?” 
 
      
 
    “1,500 gold total.” 
 
      
 
    “Whaaaaaaat? So much?” Roy was flabbergasted. “Why is it so expensive?” 
 
      
 
    Jason glared at Roy. “You see? Now do you know how lucky you are to have so many skills for free?” 
 
      
 
    “Very lucky, very lucky!” Roy nodded repeatedly when he saw Jason gnashing his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Jason rolled his eyes at Roy’s behavior. “After we buy a pair of communication necklaces, we’ll head to the first floor. There, we’ll begin your training.” 
 
      
 
    Roy jumped in place from excitement. “Great! I can’t wait to learn the three exalted techniques.” 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled. Roy, oh Roy. No one else has done this type of training before. I’m getting pumped up just thinking about it. By completing the tenth arena challenge, Jason had acquired a skill suited to his personality. It was different than the one he’d acquired in the past, and he trembled in glee when he got it. It was definitely a top skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Defense Aura - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Passive. Share 10% of your physical and magical armor to 1 ally of your choosing within 20 feet. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The potential of this skill was incredible. Jason compared this with the skills he’d acquired before he returned to the past and definitely felt that it was in his top ten. After buying two communication necklaces for a few golds, they added each other as contacts. Now no matter how far apart they were, as long as they were both in the tower, they could communicate with each other. 
 
      
 
    Jason teleported back to the fifth floor and then made his way down to the entrance of the first floor. “Ready to begin?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep! What’s the plan?” Roy clenched his hands in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled, but when Roy saw it, he felt that he might have made a mistake. Jason’s smile was too terrifying. It was like he was an evil scientist looking at a lab rat, and Roy was the rat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Jason summoned his heritage armor, consisting of a helmet, chest, gauntlets, legs, and boots. It was dyed dark blue with yellow patterns etched onto the armor. Unlike in the outside world, here, by simply using his will, the armor magically teleported onto Jason at the perfect size. Not too large, and not too small. Jason felt his stats rise dramatically, letting him feel a fraction of his former power. 
 
      
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Heritage Heavy Armor Set 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 15 
  Physical Armor: 90 
  Magical Armor: 30 
  +25 All Stats 
  +25% Health 
  +25% Stamina 
  +10% Mana 
  
     
 
      
      	  *Heritage armor matches the wearer's level, up to level 50.
*Must be under level 51 to equip. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Heritage Kite Shield 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 15 
  Physical Armor: 50 
  Magical Armor: 20 
  -10 to all damage taken 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Heritage Longsword 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 15 
  Damage: 30 
  +10% Attack Speed 
  5% Chance to deal 2x damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Roy inspected Jason’s armor before commenting. “I prefer my colors.” 
 
      
 
    Jason looked down and had to agree. “My favorite color is black, but heritage armor is rare enough, I can’t be too picky.” 
 
      
 
    Roy equipped his heritage armor and stepped forward, prepared for battle. Jason pulled him back. “Wait, you aren’t allowed to use heritage equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh, why not?” Roy swiveled his head as his eyes turned as wide as saucers. He wasn’t allowed to use his super cool white armor? 
 
      
 
    Jason rolled his eyes. “The goal is to train you. You already have outrageous stats as a level 1 natural-born, and you want to add heritage armor on top of that? That’ll just make things counterproductive.” 
 
      
 
    “But, but…” Roy pleaded with his eyes, but Jason stood firm. “All right, all right, fine. I’ll take it off.” 
 
      
 
    Roy pitifully stored his equipment away, leaving him defenseless. “So what will I use?” 
 
      
 
    “You are only allowed to use equipment drops from monsters you kill. Nothing else.” Jason stated. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you aren’t going to give me a weapon? How am I supposed to kill a goblin?” 
 
      
 
    “There are many ways. I’ll show you one.” Jason strolled through the tunnel until he found a lone goblin. He casually walked up to it as it charged towards him. The goblin swung its weapon in a wide arc, which Jason reacted to by taking a simple step back. Before the goblin could pull back its shortsword, Jason grabbed its wrist and twisted. The goblin dropped its weapon as it shrieked in pain.  
 
      
 
    “Oooh!” Roy applauded from the side. Stealing a weapon? What a novel idea. Roy was ecstatic. 
 
      
 
    “Even weaponless, you still have many options available to you. Martial arts are already dangerous, but if you take into account your superhuman strength and agility, they become deadly.” Jason casually explained as he stepped forward, ignoring the shortsword on the ground. He used both of his hands to smack the goblin’s ears with a moderate amount of strength. 
 
      
 
    “Eeeek!” The goblin’s eyes grew unfocused. It staggered backwards before tripping over a rock. 
 
      
 
    “See?” Jason turned to Roy. “You can disorient an opponent by smacking their ears, or hitting their chin, among other things. But this is only applicable to humanoid monsters. Take into account your opponent’s weaknesses at all times.” 
 
      
 
    Roy was taking mental notes as he nodded repeatedly. He visualized himself mimicking Jason’s movements. After Jason punched the goblin to death, he ran forward. “I want to try!” 
 
      
 
    Roy traveled down the tunnel until he found another goblin. Without stopping, he charged up to it. The goblin shrieked. Roy kept his eyes on the sword, and as soon as the sword moved, he jumped backwards, creating a large gap between them. Just like Jason, he stepped forward and grabbed the goblin’s wrist. Instead of twisting, he pulled. The goblin didn’t let go of its weapon as it was dragged into the air. Roy exclaimed. “Hey, let go!” 
 
      
 
    The goblin thrashed around and kicked Roy’s chest. Panicking, Roy punched the goblin’s chin with all his strength, knocking it unconscious. Stunned, Roy turned to Jason. “I won?” 
 
      
 
    “A bit awkward, but not bad for your first try.” Jason gave a nod. “What do you think you could have done better?” 
 
      
 
    Roy thought back to the start of the fight. “I jumped too far back. I wasted too much movement.” 
 
      
 
    “Every second counts in a fight. If there was more than one goblin, that second might be the deciding factor between life and death.” Jason spoke from personal experience. 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” Roy killed the goblin with its weapon. He looked at it for a moment before dropping it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not using it?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Roy shook his head. “I want to try again.” 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled. That’s just like him. 
 
      
 
    For the next few hours, Roy searched for lone goblins and tried different strategies while Jason gave tips and pointers from the side. If anything dangerous happened, he planned to jump in, but his concern was pointless. Roy’s stats were just too high compared to the goblins’. 
 
      
 
    When Roy finally got down the technique of disarming a goblin, he moved onto fighting two at once. It was a bit trickier this time. He had to quickly disarm one goblin while paying attention to the other. This time, Roy took from his experience fighting ten goblins at once in the arena. He moved onto three goblins, then four, then five, until eventually he could easily disarm a goblin no matter their number. 
 
      
 
    Jason and Roy sat against the tunnel wall and ate the food Jason had stored in his inventory ring. He had previously stocked up thousands of meals, so food was no concern. Roy wiped the sweat from his forehead before turning to Jason with a smile. “What now? The second floor?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” Jason swallowed the food in his mouth before explaining. “Now that you have some equipment, you’re going to hunt elites.” 
 
      
 
    “Elites?” Roy clenched his hands in anticipation. Fighting an elite was a different challenge. They had skills and higher stats than their normal counterparts. 
 
      
 
    After finishing their meal, Jason recalled the location of all the elites on the first floor. After picking one out, he led Roy to a cavern. A large goblin crouched in front of a bonfire, where a piece of meat was being cooked. 
 
    
    
      
      	  (Elite) Goblin - Level 1 
  Health: 200/200 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Okay, it’s all yours. Remember, you aren’t allowed to use any abilities.” Jason crossed his arms. 
 
      
 
    Roy raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t going to tell me its skills?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” Jason gave a thumbs up. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “All right…” Roy clenched his shortsword as he slowly stepped forward. When he was twenty feet from the goblin, its ear twitched and it turned around. This goblin was much larger and more muscular than a common goblin, reaching five feet high. Snarling, it gripped its thick sword and stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    It saw how hesitant Roy was and smirked. It suddenly shrieked, spooking him. Taking this chance, it charged forward. It reached Roy in just a few steps and swung overhead. Roy had no time to dodge, so he raised his sword. There was a loud clang as both swords collided with each other. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Roy was startled. Wasn’t this elite goblin a little too weak? He barely felt any force behind the blow. Growing confident, Roy shoved upwards, knocking the goblin back. He slashed sideways, creating a long gash on the goblin’s chest. It lost 40 health. 
 
      
 
    Just as Roy rushed forward, intending to finish it off, the goblin gave a deep growl. It stomped off the ground and charged forward. Roy quickly slashed out, wounding it, but the goblin didn’t care. It didn’t stop. It couldn’t be stopped. The goblin crashed into Roy, sending him up into the air. Only after a second did he land on the ground with a thud. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been stunned for 1 second! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Roy was unable to move a muscle. He could only watch as the goblin pierced its sword into his chest. His eyes twitched from the pain. Come on! Come on! Just as the goblin was about to pierce his chest again, the stun was over and he rolled to the side. Roy jumped to his feet and created some distance. 
 
      
 
    Roaring in frustration, the goblin stomped off the ground and charged forward. Unwilling to fall victim to the same move twice, Roy jumped to the side, narrowly dodging the goblin. He spun around and plunged his sword into the goblin’s back, wounding it further. 
 
      
 
    Roy was now much more cautious than he was before. Even though he had superior stats, skills were still a threat to him. Thankfully, it looked like the goblin only had one skill. The goblin died less than a minute later. If he wasn’t so cautious, the fight would have ended sooner. 
 
      
 
    “Good job.” Jason walked up to Roy and patted him on the back. “That skill was called reckless charge. It makes the goblin unable to attack, but once it smashes into you, it will stun you for three seconds. You have a high tenacity, so the effect was reduced.” 
 
      
 
    “Reckless charge, huh? It caught me off guard.” Roy hadn’t expected the goblin to ignore his attacks and ram into him. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, did you figure out the cooldown of the skill?” 
 
      
 
    Roy recalled the fight. “Uhhh, fifteen seconds or so?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s actually right.” Jason was surprised. Looks like I still underestimated him. Jason gave a nod. “Generally, when fighting a monster for the first time, ascenders deal with it in a special way. You play it as cautious as you can while observing your opponent. Whenever they do something strange, you create as much distance as possible. There’s a lot of experimentation.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. That makes sense.” Roy made a mental note to be even more cautious when fighting a monster for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s move onto the next one. Once you can kill an elite goblin in less than twenty seconds, we’ll head to the second floor.” Jason led Roy to the location of another goblin elite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    It was easy to lose track of time in the tower; some floors had no day/night cycle, while others always had the sun out. Ascenders’ sleep cycles were all over the place. Over time, locations safe from monsters were found. Ascenders with no way to access floors with civilization used these safe areas to sleep.  
 
      
 
    After several days of training, Roy progressed to the fourth floor. In the ravine, Jason and Roy slept in a cave that was considered a safe area. A campfire in the center of the cave kept them warm as they slept. Roy slept in a sleeping bag he had in his inventory, while Jason slept with his back to the wall. Whenever there was a noise from outside, his eyes would snap open. Upon determining there was no danger, he instantly went back to sleep.  
 
      
 
    Roy tossed and turned in his sleeping bag. Unable to sleep, he opened his eyes and glanced over at Jason, asking in a low voice. “Are you awake?” 
 
      
 
    “I am now.” Jason responded without opening his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” Roy shut his eyes and tried to force himself to fall asleep. The cave fell silent save for the crackling of the fire. 
 
      
 
    Jason opened his eyes and inspected Roy. After a moment, he asked, “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Roy turned to face Jason with a pondering expression. “Well, I was just thinking about the tower.” 
 
      
 
    “What about it?” Jason knew more about the tower than anybody else on the planet. He was the best person to ask, although Roy didn’t know this. 
 
      
 
    Roy sat up and leaned on his elbow. “Well, the tower is generally a rewarding place, right? I mean, it’s dangerous, but the rewards more than make up for it. I was just wondering why the tower is here? I mean, did it choose earth? Is it sentient?” 
 
      
 
    Jason fell silent as he gathered his thoughts. He recalled the white figure at the top of the tower, the one who granted him a wish. Jason looked up at the ceiling. “As for why the tower is here, no one really knows. But as for whether the tower is sentient… I believe it is.” 
 
      
 
    “I think so too!” Roy smiled for a second before it turned into a frown. “But why then are there monster waves? What’s the deal with that? Is the tower a friend or foe?” 
 
      
 
    Jason faced Roy. “I have a theory.” 
 
      
 
     “What is it?” Roy fully sat up, his expression earnest. After spending the past few days with Jason, Roy was filled with awe and respect for him. Jason was so knowledgeable and skilled, yet humble at the same time. An impressionable young boy like Roy was bound to look up to him. 
 
      
 
    Jason sighed. “Think of the monster waves as a timer. They progressively get stronger, until eventually they become so powerful that they cannot be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “A timer, huh?” Roy thought aloud. “But why is there a timer?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s to prevent us from pillaging the tower indefinitely,” Jason stated firmly. This was his personal opinion, formed from his boundless experience ascending the tower. 
 
      
 
    “Huh…” Roy fell into his thoughts as he pondered Jason’s theory. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes passed before Jason stood up and stretched. “Ready to head to the sixth floor?” 
 
      
 
    “The sixth floor? Not the fifth?” Roy shot to his feet, ready to get started with another day of training. 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “The fifth floor is basically just a slightly harder version of the fourth floor. There will be no point in training there. The sixth floor is different.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, whatever you say.” Roy shrugged indifferently. He would do whatever Jason suggested. He stored away his sleeping bag and put on his equipment before following Jason. “What monsters are there? I’m tired of fighting goblins.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see.” Jason smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Better not be goblins,” Roy muttered under his breath. They began their journey to the sixth floor. 
 
      
 
    In another location of the tower, Victor drew his bow and fired off a power shot. The arrow moved so fast that ripples in the air were left in its wake. The arrow pierced directly through an orc, leaving a large hole in its chest. The orc grunted in pain as it dispersed into light. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -309 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Victor walked up to the place the orc died and picked up his arrow. He clicked his tongue in frustration when he glanced at power shot’s experience. My skills take forever to level. Being a natural-born sure is boring. He had heard that one satisfaction of being an ascender was the feeling of happiness when skills leveled up. As a natural-born, however, his skills were at a high grade the moment he was born. They took much longer to level up, so there was no feeling of satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    Just as Victor was about to find another orc to kill, he froze. The cold sting of a blade rested against his throat. He slowly turned his head, only to relax. “Sis, don’t scare me like that.” 
 
      
 
    Behind Victor was the transparent figure of a slender black-haired teenage girl. His sister, Olivia. She deactivated the stealth skill, returning her body to normal. She slowly stepped around to Victor’s front, keeping her dagger on his neck the entire time. After looking him up and down, she sneered. “What have you been up to these days, Vic?” 
 
      
 
    Victor was calm even though a dagger was at his neck. “You know that, don’t you? Trying to please Father by undergoing his damned trial.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” Olivia snorted. “Do you want to know how Father and Mother reacted when they heard you lost a duel between two low-tier guilds?” 
 
      
 
    Victor clenched his hands. Sure enough, they’re watching me. Victor used a finger to push the dagger away from his throat. “So they sent you here to reprimand me, is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. It depends on your explanation. Mom and Dad aren’t so unreasonable.” Olivia played with her dagger by flipping it in between her fingers, a habit of hers. 
 
      
 
    Victor stepped up to stand beside Olivia. “Tell them that I learned a valuable lesson. I was too arrogant before, but now I know never to underestimate anyone or anything.” Victor walked off, leaving his sister standing there with a thoughtful expression. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, Olivia glanced down at her reflection on the dagger. “Oh, sweet little Victor. You’ve finally grown up a little, huh? I suppose I should go find the man who beat you and give him my gratitude. What was his name again? Jason?” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Jason and Roy appeared on the sixth floor. Roy immediately exclaimed. “What is that? It smells so good!” 
 
      
 
    Jason took in a deep breath through his nose as he glanced around. The sixth floor, huh? They stood on a small hill, overlooking a vast grassy plain filled with a variety of colorful flowers. The pleasing smell came from these flowers, which were unique to the tower. Scattered among the sea of flowers were rare plants called herbs. If mixed with other ingredients, they could be made into potions. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a small round creature rolled up to Roy’s feet. It looked up at him, giving him an adorable smile. Roy bent over and picked up the creature. “This is a slime? They’re much cuter than I thought!” 
 
      
 
    The small creature was indeed a slime. A slime was generally a transparent creature in a state of semi-liquid. There were hundreds if not thousands of different species of slimes, and the one in Roy’s hands was the most basic of them—a green slime. Much like its name, it was a bright green color. 
 
      
 
    “What a unique texture.” Roy commented as he playfully pulled and squished the slime in his hands. The slime let out a cute ‘mmm’. Roy was basically giving it a massage. 
 
      
 
    Jason walked up to Roy and whispered into his ear. “Y’know, the texture of a slime is eerily similar to that of a woman’s breast.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh.” Roy’s face turned bright red as he glanced down at the slime. The slime looked up at him, wondering why he stopped giving it a massage. Their eyes made contact. Roy promptly dropped the slime and coughed awkwardly. “Slimes are dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Jason nearly fell to the ground from laughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    The sixth floor was bursting with teams farming for herbs. Unlike equipment, which lost value over the years due to supply slowly increasing over time, herbs never lost value. Herbalists turned them into potions, which would then be consumed by ascenders. The supply never reached the demand, so herbs were always in need. 
 
      
 
    The sixth floor was much more pleasing to farm on compared to the earlier floors. The scenery was beautiful, the monsters adorable, and the sky was clear and warm. Roy took everything in stride as they strolled along a dirt path through the grasslands. With his hands clasped behind his head, he turned to Jason. “You said I’ll be training here, right? What’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced around the grasslands, inspecting the teams searching for herbs in the sea of flowers as he responded. “You’re going to be killing slimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah?” Roy recalled the cute beady eyes on the slime he picked up earlier. “Aren’t they too cute to kill?” 
 
      
 
    “I agree that they’re cute, but most of them are hostile, unlike the green slime near the portal. Don’t forget that they’re monsters.” Jason walked over to a green slime near the dirt path and picked it up. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?” Roy was concerned Jason was going to force him to kill it. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” Jason held out the slime to Roy. “Do you know what type of monster a slime is?” 
 
      
 
    “Um, no.”  
 
      
 
    Jason pointed to a small congealed lump inside the transparent slime. “They’re elementals. And what do all elementals have?” 
 
      
 
    “I know this one.” Roy’s eyes lit up as he took a closer look at the lump. “Isn’t that a core?” 
 
      
 
    Jason tossed the slime over his back, where it promptly landed on the ground with a soft thud. Roy gave him a glare, to which Jason shrugged indifferently. “All elementals have a fatal weakness. Namely, their core. If you destroy the core, the elemental will fade from existence. Though keep in mind, high level elementals will generally hide their core and seek to protect it.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what does that have to do with my training?” Roy said as they continued to walk along the dirt path. 
 
      
 
    “The sixth floor is where things change dramatically.” Jason kept glancing around as he talked, as if he was searching for something. “The slimes here all cast spells, not skills. A fire slime will cast fire spells, a water slime will cast water spells, an earth sl-” 
 
      
 
    “I get the idea,” Roy interrupted with a roll of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jason coughed. “Anyway, your training is to try to kill slimes in a single hit. As you fight and dodge the spells they throw at you, you need to be able to accurately hit their core. As before, you aren’t allowed to use abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see. You want me to train accuracy and dodging?” Now that he knew what the next step was, he was getting excited. 
 
      
 
    “And to get familiar with fighting mages,” Jason added. 
 
     
 
    Jason recalled the location of the fire, earth, water, and air slimes. Around two hours later, they arrived at their destination. In the sea of flowers, a fire slime could be seen bouncing around, its body bright red. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Red Slime - Level 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 400/400 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason crossed his arms and pointed with his chin. “Try it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Roy pulled out his sword and cautiously approached the slime. Over the past few days, he had improved by leaps and bounds. He was no longer in the category of a newbie ascender. Even so, he approached the fire slime slowly. The memory of fighting the elite goblin was still fresh in his mind. He didn’t know what spells the fire slime had, so this fight would be an experiment. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Roy stepped within a certain radius of the slime, it faced him, let out a cute squeak, and spit out a fireball from its mouth. The ball of fire traveled faster than Roy expected. Rolling out of the way, he felt the back of his head heat up. Okay, it attacks from its mouth, but I can’t be certain so soon. 
 
      
 
    Roy kept his distance, waiting for the next fireball. After around five seconds, the slime jumped into the air while spitting out another ball of fire. Having adjusted to the speed, Roy stepped to the side, dodging the fireball by a small margin. About a five-second cooldown. 
 
      
 
    He tested the cooldown of the fireball a few more times and determined it to be exactly five seconds. Moving onto the next stage of the experiment, Roy rushed forward. When he was five feet away from the slime, it suddenly faced the sky and squeaked. A ring of fire extended outwards in every direction, moving half as fast as the fireball. As soon as Roy saw the unfamiliar movement, he jumped backwards, but it was useless. The ring of fire washed over him, dealing thirty damage. “Hot, hot, hot!” 
 
      
 
    He hastily checked if he was on fire, only to sigh in relief. I need to jump over the fire, not backwards. Instead of rushing up to finish the slime while its skill was on cooldown, he waited. Ten seconds later, another ring of fire rushed outward. With a simple leap, he jumped over it and rushed towards the slime.  
 
      
 
    After dodging another fireball, he slashed down with his sword. He tried aiming at the small lump inside of its body, but it was harder than he thought. The slime constantly moved and jiggled, causing the core to change positions. Instead of killing it in one shot, he dealt one hundred and sixty-two damage. 
 
      
 
    The fight was over quickly after that. Roy went all-in after determining that the fire slime’s only two skills were fireball and fire ring. The slime dispersed into light, dropping a few pieces of copper and a gooey lump of… something. Roy picked up the loot and inspected it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Basic) Fire Slime Core 
  
     
 
      
      	  An ingredient used in alchemy. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Storing away the loot, Roy hopped over to Jason and waited expectantly. Jason smiled brightly. “Great job. You basically did everything perfectly, except for the fact that you let the fire ring hit you.” 
 
      
 
    Roy scratched his cheek. “I suppose I should have waited a split second to judge what was coming before reacting.” 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded as he praised inwardly. The best thing is that he can reflect over his battle himself. This skill is invaluable. Jason suddenly clapped his hands. “Okay, I’m going to grind my levels. Stay here and farm out the four slimes I mentioned earlier. If you have any trouble, contact me with the necklace.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Roy rushed into the field of flowers, looking forward to testing out the other slimes. Every battle was a new experience, something he loved greatly. 
 
     
 
    Jason recalled the location of elite slimes and made his way over to them. He didn’t show it, but he was incredibly bored while he taught Roy. He desperately wanted to train his skills and level them up, but Roy was of higher priority. In the future, Jason knew he would be relying on Roy, which was why he was investing so much time in training him. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, inside a small and quiet forest, Jason stood before a slime the size of a dog. The color of its body was dark green, and unlike its common counterpart, a sneer could be seen on its face. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Elite) Giant Slime - Level 30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 1,000/1,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason slowly stepped forward, his pace calm and even. It was like he didn’t even notice the giant slime. As if angered by Jason’s nonchalance, it let out a loud squeak. Just as the slime was about to jump forward, Jason let out a fierce shout. The slime suddenly stiffened as a look of fear crossed its face. I have one second at most. At that thought, Jason rushed forward, his heritage armor boosting his speed greatly.  
 
      
 
    Having already long locked onto the core of the slime, he used chop, slicing it in half. A shocking one thousand damage notification flashed past Jason’s eyes. With that, the slime dispersed into light as a significant amount of experience flew into him. He shook his head. A crowd control skill this early on really is powerful.  
 
      
 
    There was a reason why the Warcry skill was so expensive. Crowd control abilities dictated the pace of a fight. Of course, the only reason why he could kill an elite monster in one hit was because it had a fatal weakness. Spotting another giant slime in the distance, Jason stepped forward. Even though the Warcry skill was on cooldown, he had plenty of other means to fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    After several hours of fighting, Jason viewed his skill list. Warcry leveled up two times, spell reflect one time, and rush two times. With each level up, the cooldown decreased slightly. All three skills had long cooldowns, so they leveled slower than most skills, but progress was progress. On the other hand, for his battle physique skills, he used chop as much as he could, trying to rack up kills. Chop currently sat around three hundred and fifty-six kills out of ten thousand. There was still a bit to go. He had also gained two levels, reaching level 17. 
 
      
 
    Just as Jason was about to continue hunting elite slimes, Roy’s voice rang in his mind. “Uh, I got into some trouble. Can you hurry over?” 
 
      
 
    Jason turned to face the south, where Roy was. “Are you safe?” 
 
      
 
    “For the moment. Get here quick, though.” 
 
      
 
    “On my way.” Jason began to run at a pace where his stamina regenerated just as much as he consumed. In this way, he would reach Roy in a battle-ready state. He passed by numerous slimes; some sent spells at him, which he dodged by effortlessly twisting his body.  
 
      
 
    Less than ten minutes later, Jason spotted something. Squinting his eyes, he saw a group of people surrounding Roy with derisive expressions. He thought briefly and decided to store away his heritage equipment. When he approached, the group gave him a curious glance. A man who seemed to be the leader snorted. “Is this your backup?” 
 
      
 
    Roy turned in bewilderment, only to brighten when he noticed Jason. Jason entered the encirclement and made his way over to Roy. Seeing that he was unhurt, he sighed with relief. Glancing around, Jason focused on a long-haired man whose arms were folded across his chest. “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
      
 
    The man pointed at the surrounding area with his chin. “This is my guild’s farming territory.” 
 
      
 
    Everything was made clear at once. Roy had been training inside a guild’s territory; no wonder they all looked upset. Roy furrowed his eyebrows as he stepped forward. “Who says this is your territory? Isn’t the tower for everyone?” 
 
      
 
    The group of men and women glanced at each other before breaking into laughter. “Oh my god, this kid is a greenhorn.” 
 
      
 
    Jason grabbed Roy’s shoulder and pulled him back. Roy turned, confused. Jason shook his head. “There are rules in the tower.” 
 
      
 
    Roy opened his mouth to retort, but before he could speak, Jason called out to the long-haired man. “How about this? If you let us farm here, we’ll give you all of the loot that drops.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” The long-haired man raised an eyebrow. “That sounds good. Let’s do that.” 
 
      
 
    Why would the man disagree? He had basically acquired a money-making slave for free. Jason gave Roy a firm look. Roy grumbled as he summoned a bunch of slime cores and copper coins. After picking up Roy’s loot, the group walked away, but not before the man called out. “We’ll be back in an hour!” 
 
    As soon as the group was gone, Roy spun around, glaring. “Why did you make me hand over my loot? I acquired it fair and square!” 
 
      
 
    Jason sighed with a shake of his head. “Didn’t your parents tell you about the state of the tower in the beginning?” 
 
      
 
    A flicker of sorrow passed across Roy’s face, disappearing a moment later. Jason recounted the past like a history teacher. “There were no rules inside the tower, unlike society outside. It was pure chaos. Everyone would fight to the death when rare mobs spawned or loot dropped. Strong groups would strongarm weak groups for farming locations, and so on. It was a mess. While the rules in place right now might not be fair to us, who have no guild, it has prevented many deaths.” 
 
      
 
    Roy listened quietly, but as for whether he agreed, Jason didn’t know. He could only hope Roy was understanding. Jason noticed that Roy wasn’t saying anything, so he patted Roy on the shoulder. “Look, it’s not like we need the loot for money, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Roy suddenly smiled, his eyes shining like stars. “Why don’t we make a guild? That way we can get our own farming spots!” 
 
      
 
    Jason paused. It looked like he was worried over nothing, Roy had already moved on to the next thing. But a guild? It was much too soon. Jason had planned to create one when he had the strength to protect it. As for right now, he was focused on increasing his strength. “Aren’t we a little too weak to worry about a guild right now?” 
 
      
 
    “But…” Roy wilted. 
 
      
 
    Jason was sorry for shutting down everything Roy talked about, so he compromised a bit. “Look, I want to form a guild too, but to protect it, we need strength. Besides, what type of people do you want to join our guild? When they hear we want to save humanity, they’ll just laugh us off. Our goal is the top of the tower.” 
 
      
 
    Roy pointed to the sky, posing heroically. “A guild of elites! The strongest of the strong.” 
 
      
 
    Jason covered his face with his hand. Roy wasn’t getting the point. If they formed a guild right now, the guild members would be a bunch of nobodies that were worthless. Roy and Jason would grow stronger with every passing day, but that didn’t mean everybody else could as well. They would quickly outlevel their guildmates, leaving them in the dust. Jason didn’t want to waste time training them either, there were better uses of his time.  
 
      
 
    “It’ll work out, don’t worry so much,” Roy replied with a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, elsewhere, the long-haired man pulled out a piece of paper with a drawing on it. His guild mates inspected the drawing curiously. “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    The long-haired man compared the drawing with Jason’s face as he replied. “Not too long ago, a rich young girl was paying a hefty sum to anybody who found the man on this picture.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” They looked closer. “It does look a bit like that guy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely him.” The long-haired man was confident he was right. He pulled out a communication necklace and contacted his guild master. 
 
      
 
    A day later, Jason stood before a pack of slimes with his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes were narrowed as they focused on Roy jumping back and forth, dodging spell after spell. Every time he landed on his feet, Roy would have to either roll or jump with no time to attack. At this rate, Roy would run out of stamina. A few hours ago, Roy would have had to flee, but he was now confident in defeating the pack of slimes. 
 
      
 
    Roy felt the wind brush against his skin as his eyes darted left and right. A wave of cold air brushed against his cheek. In the same movement, he twisted his body and slashed out with his sword. The icicle shot past his body as a nearby slime dispersed into light. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo!” Jason clapped, stunned at how quickly Roy was learning. He was now able to dodge and counterattack in the same movement, an invaluable technique. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Roy stumbled before Jason, exhausted. He raised his thumb. “How was that?” 
 
      
 
    Jason clapped Roy on the shoulder, nearly knocking Roy to the ground. “Great! I thought it might take you a week before this floor posed no challenge to you, but it seemed like I underestimated you.” 
 
      
 
    Roy gasped for breath as his eyes twinkled. “So that means we can head to the next floor?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea-” As Jason was responding, he noticed something in Roy’s eye. A reflection. A reflection of a dagger, threatening to pierce through his neck. Jason was startled, enraged, and then calm, all at once. Almost instantly, his senses were raised to the max. Everything within his field of vision became clear, his hearing grew sensitive, his nerves reaching out. He could feel the brush of wind from the dagger against his neck, and the faint killing intent in the air. All of this combined to create a vision of his surroundings in his mind. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he recognized the reflection in Roy’s eye, he reacted. Tilting his head an inch to the side, the dagger brushed past his neck, narrowly missing his artery. At the same time as he moved, he raised his left hand and grabbed the wrist holding the dagger, pulling hard. With a yelp, the assassin was pulled over Jason’s shoulder and slammed into the ground. Without giving them a chance to recover, Jason slammed his fist into their nose. He pulled back as soon as he made contact, only to punch again, and again, and again. The assassin had no chance to react as their eyes rolled to the back of their head, falling unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Stop, stop!” Roy pulled on Jason’s arm, preventing him from attacking further. “They’re already unconscious!” 
 
      
 
    Jason paused. Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, he looked down at the assassin, only to widen his eyes in shock. Olivia?! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Olivia groaned. Slowly opening her eyes, she saw a clear blue sky. Where am I? For a time, she didn’t move as she slowly pieced things together. The last thing she remembered was that the world spun before everything went black. Before that… she was testing someone? Right! Everything suddenly connected together. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you’re awake!” Roy bent over, his face hovering over Olivia.  
 
      
 
    Olivia wanted to jump to her feet, but her limbs wouldn’t respond. She realized that her feet and hands were bound by rope. Clenching her teeth, she braced herself and slammed her forehead into Roy. 
 
      
 
    “Ow!” Roy staggered back a step as he rubbed his forehead. 
 
      
 
    To Roy’s shock, Olivia ripped apart the rope binding with her monstrous strength. She jumped to her feet and rushed forward, only to hear a fierce Warcry. Fear rose within her, binding her movements. Snorting inwardly, she activated Freedom, a skill that removed all crowd control effects, and providing immunity to them for three seconds. As soon as it activated, she regained control of her body, the fear vanishing. 
 
      
 
    Just as she stepped forward, she fell over, pain shooting up her leg. Stunned, she looked down, only to find her right leg separated from her body. A severing skill? Thanks to her childhood training, she was able to force down the pain and keep a cool head. Finding her situation becoming increasingly dire, she prepared to cartwheel over to Roy, but an ice-cold voice stopped her. “If you move, the next thing severed will be your head.” 
 
      
 
    Jason stood behind Olivia, his expression complicated. Why is she here? He slowly moved over to Roy, his sword pointed at Olivia the entire time. Finding that Roy only had a small bump on his forehead, he sighed. “I told you the ropes wouldn’t hold her. We should have dislocated her limbs.” 
 
      
 
    “No way, that’s barbaric.” Roy disagreed vehemently. Sure, an ascender’s body would be completely restored upon reaching full health, but to dislocate every limb in her body just to keep her from moving? That was too much, at least in Roy’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Olivia never stopped thinking as Jason and Roy began bickering. The situation was bad. Her weapons and inventory ring were missing and she only had one leg. In the end, she could only say the truth. “This was a misunderstanding.” 
 
      
 
    Roy glared at Olivia. “A misunderstanding? You attacked us out of nowhere. How is there a misunderstanding?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I was just testing him.” Olivia pointed at Jason with her chin. “I didn’t plan on killing him.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Roy was about to retort, Jason held up a hand. “Let’s say I believe you. But why would you go about it in this way? Couldn’t you have just asked for a duel?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s different. You would have known I was coming.” Olivia rolled her eyes, as if her way of testing someone was completely normal. 
 
      
 
    Roy covered his mouth and whispered to Jason. “Dude, she’s crazy.” 
 
      
 
    “Why me?” Jason asked calmly. 
 
      
 
    Olivia bowed slightly. “I wanted to thank you for helping my stupid little brother wake up from his fantasies.” 
 
      
 
    “Your brother? What’s his name?” Jason raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t recall helping anybody out.  
 
      
 
    “You beat him in a competition not long ago, his name is Victor.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jason paled. Victor and Olivia are siblings? But why? What’s going on? Waves of shock rolled through him. Olivia was someone Jason had known very well, or at least he thought he did. In the battle against Cay Wolf, Olivia was the one who had traded her life for Cay’s. But if Victor and Olivia were siblings, then that meant Cay was Olivia’s father. Why would she sacrifice her life by going all out in killing him? He felt like he was missing pieces to a puzzle. 
 
      
 
    Roy couldn’t believe it. “Hey, are you crazy? That isn’t how you thank people, by sneaking up and attacking them.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, it was a test. I wanted to see how strong you were.” Olivia repeated. 
 
      
 
    Jason recovered and took a closer look at Olivia. She looked the exact same as she did before he returned to the past, except that she was much happier now than she was then. Back then, her eyes had been lifeless. Completely dead, like there was no soul residing within them. Sighing heavily, he tossed over an inventory ring. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Olivia put on the ring and summoned a vial filled with red liquid. After downing it, motes of light formed around her missing limb, creating a brand-new leg. Her health had been fully regenerated. 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled. “So? Did I pass your little test?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Olivia pouted. “But how did you know I was there? My stealth skill is apprentice grade and I thought I completely suppressed my killing intent. There was no way you should have been able to react.” 
 
      
 
    Roy answered first. He pointed at his eye and exclaimed. “He saw the reflection of your dagger in my eye, isn’t that amazing?” 
 
      
 
    She was aghast. “What? Is that true?”  
 
      
 
    Jason nodded. “I didn’t sense your killing intent until it was too late. If not for Roy, you would have gotten the first attack off.” 
 
      
 
    “The first attack off, is it?” Olivia smiled bitterly. Jason was implying he wouldn’t have lost even after losing the initiative. After thinking of how swiftly Jason took care of her, she could believe it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, so it was just a big misunderstanding?” Roy turned to Jason with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
     
 
    “Great!” Roy ran up to Olivia and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Hey, you’re a natural-born too, right? Why don’t you join our guild? We plan on conquering the tower, isn’t that awesome?” 
 
      
 
    Jason rolled his eyes. It looked like Roy had still been thinking of forming a guild since their argument yesterday. 
 
      
 
     Olivia’s jaw dropped. “Conquering the tower? Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    “Totally. Sounds like fun, right?” Roy posed heroically by pointing his finger at the sky. “You’ll really regret it if you don’t join.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia recalled how swiftly she was defeated and glanced at Jason. “Have you entered the three realms?” 
 
      
 
    Jason had nothing to hide, so he nodded slightly. “I have.” 
 
      
 
    “Three realms? Oh! You mean the three techniques, right?” Roy grew excited just thinking about them. He asked Olivia. “Aren’t the three techniques amazing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Olivia clenched her hands. “They are my goal!” 
 
      
 
    “Same for me!” Roy jumped to stand in front of her. “Hey, if you conquer the tower with us, you’ll definitely learn the three techniques. You should totally join us. You won’t regret it!” 
 
      
 
    Olivia was wavering. She truly wished to enter the three realms, but it was too difficult. Having someone lead the way would definitely improve her odds. Unfortunately, her father just didn’t have the time to teach her. He was busy running his business. After what seemed like an eternity, she asked. “What’s the name of the guild?” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s smile froze. “Undecided.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the name?” Olivia frowned. If she was joining a guild whose mission was to conquer the tower, the name had to be cool. 
 
      
 
    “No, no.” Roy waved his hand. “We haven’t decided yet.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people does the guild have?” 
 
      
 
    Roy began to sweat. “Just us three.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s frown deepened. If she hadn’t been so handily beaten by Jason, she would have already turned around and walked off. 
 
      
 
    Roy was anxious as he began to explain. “We’re a guild of elites! A guild of elites! We only accept the best of the best.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia fell silent. Roy’s heart beat anxiously as he waited for Olivia’s response. After a moment, she shook her head. “I have to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, take your time. No worries.” Roy sighed in relief. At least it wasn’t a denial. 
 
      
 
    Olivia asked for Jason’s name and added him as a contact before leaving. Roy called out to her. “By the way, my name is Roy!” 
 
      
 
    Olivia entered stealth, disappearing before his eyes. Roy scratched his cheek and turned to Jason. “Does she not like me?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Jason teased with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    Roy faltered. “Uh, well, that was a shock, her attacking you all of a sudden.” 
 
      
 
    Jason clenched his hands, his mood souring. If he wasn’t so weak, he would have been able to react much sooner. There were too many uncertainties, too many potential enemies. He had to grow much stronger before the feeling of insecurity vanished. He turned towards the direction of the portal. “Come on, let’s go to the next floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! I wonder what monsters are up there?” Roy ran after Jason, imagining all sorts of unique and strange monsters. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Over the next several weeks, Jason and Roy made their way through the lower floors. Much like the first five floors, the sixth to tenth floors all had a similar theme. Namely, slimes. The higher the floor, the stronger the slime. There were slimes that could spit acid, slimes that exploded, and even slimes that multiplied. 
 
      
 
    Under Jason’s training, Roy’s fundamentals became increasingly firm. Currently, his ability to dodge, parry, deflect, counterattack, and find weaknesses was at an expert level. Frankly, Roy’s ability to grow was plateauing. He needed to build up a wealth of combat experience, honing his senses and reactions. The only thing he could do now was fight, fight, and fight some more. 
 
      
 
    Jason leaned against the colosseum wall, waiting for Roy to finish his challenges. He tuned out the nearby chatter and opened his stat screen. It had now been over a month since he’d entered the tower, and he was incomparable to when he first started. He wasn’t wearing his heritage equipment at the moment, but he accounted for it anyway. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jason 
  
      	  Title: 14th Challenge Completion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Age: 28 
  
      	  Race: Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 32 
  
      	  Stat Points: 0 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 712/712 
  
      	  Health Regeneration: 2.28/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 531/531 
  
      	  Stamina Regeneration: 1.70/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Battle Energy: 100/100 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 70 
  
      	  Vitality: 114 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 70 
  
      	  Endurance: 85 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tenacity: 36 
  
      	  Fortitude: 37 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Overall, his had stats increased across the board, mainly due to the heritage armor. With it, the two rare stats, tenacity and fortitude, were much higher than normal. With a tenacity of 36, a five second stun would become around two point five seconds. Of course, the higher grade the crowd control ability, the less effect tenacity had. His fortitude, combined with his earth armor passive, made it so that he could negate around a hundred and fifty damage. For a level thirty-two, that was a first across history. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been working on extracting battle energy from weapons. Only the weapons that dropped from monsters were extracted. With that being the case, he was at around two hundred out of one hundred thousand battle energy. It would take him quite a while to upgrade to stage two. 
 
      
 
    Unlike his battle physique, his skills had progressed tremendously over the past few weeks. He had been focusing most of his efforts on chop, using it whenever he had battle energy available. It was sitting at around nine thousand and five hundred kills, just a shy bit away from leveling up to stage two. 
 
      
 
    His three skills, Warcry, Rush, and Spell Reflect, left him pleased. They’d made the most progress out of anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warcry - Level 9 35% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 25 Stamina to release a shout, causing enemies within 15 feet to cower in fear for 3 seconds. 
  56 second cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spell Reflect - Level 6 78% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 20 Stamina to reflect a targeted spell back at its caster. 
  2 minute 54 second cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush - Level 9 81% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 50 Stamina to charge towards a targeted point with 25% increased speed. While charging, you are immune to most crowd control effects. 
  56 second cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
     
 
    Olivia had never contacted them after their encounter. Jason wondered if she ever would. Sighing lightly, he glanced up only to see Roy walking up to him, grinning from ear to ear. “I beat the third challenge and killed seven out of the ten orcs on the fourth challenge. I was soooo close to beating it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great progress.” Jason nodded. He was more familiar with Roy’s strength than Roy himself, so he expected this result. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how you can make it to the challenge you did. I was completely exhausted,” Roy remarked with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Too much wasted movement. Too much strength used needlessly. Basically, it all comes down to conserving energy,” Jason commented. He pushed off the wall and began to head to the portal. 
 
      
 
     Roy followed after him. “How can I learn to conserve energy?” 
 
      
 
    “After every battle, think of what you could have done differently. Did you use too much strength on that last attack? Did you roll instead of twisting your torso a little? All of these actions add up over the course of a battle,” Jason explained patiently, like a grandmaster. If he had a beard, he would have been caressing it. 
 
      
 
    Roy fell silent as he thought back to the battle against the ten orcs. He followed Jason without paying attention to his surroundings. Suddenly, a wave of cold air brushed against his skin, causing him to shiver. He was pulled away from his thoughts. Inspecting his surroundings, he exclaimed. “Where are we? Antarctica?” 
 
      
 
    A deep blue frozen wasteland extended as far as the eye could see. A light layer of snow fell from the sky, melting as soon as it touched the ground. The sun was out, but it was like it had no effect. It was cold. Thankfully, his body had superior stats, allowing him to adjust to the change in temperature. Jason’s stats weren’t as high, but his willpower allowed him to combat the cold. 
 
      
 
    Roy stepped forward, only to slip and fall. “Ack!” 
 
     
 
    He tried pushing himself up, but his hands slid along the ice. He was unable to control his body. Defeated, he lay on the ground. “Why is this so difficult? This isn’t normal ice.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct. This floor is special.” Jason glanced down a Roy, holding back a faint chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “What’s special about it? I can’t figure it out.” Roy glanced up at Jason. 
 
      
 
    Jason pushed out with his foot without raising it from the ground, causing him to magically move forward. His entire body slid for a moment before coming to a stop. It sure has been awhile. I’m a bit rusty. Once more, he pushed out with his foot, gaining momentum. As his momentum reached a peak, he pushed out with his other foot, gaining even more. With the slight turn of his foot, he changed directions, heading back over to Roy. 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as he exclaimed. “What the hell? Are you ice skating?” 
 
      
 
    Jason came to a stop next to Roy and helped him to his feet. “Not quite. The ice here conserves your momentum, allowing you to gain speed. Copy me.” 
 
      
 
    Roy stood still as he watched Jason’s movements closely. As Jason danced around Roy, he became faster and faster, until he was nothing but a blur. Roy grew even more shocked. “It really does conserve momentum!”  
 
      
 
    He gulped. He’s going so fast. What if he runs into a wall? Wouldn’t he kill himself? 
 
      
 
    Jason suddenly came to a halt by shifting his feet sideways. “This cancels your momentum instantly.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to try!” Now that he understood the mechanics, Roy was getting excited. This floor was something he had never heard of before. He copied Jason’s movements, slowly sliding forward. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your speed to a minimum at the start,” Jason reminded. 
 
      
 
    Over the next half hour, Roy experimented. He slowly got the hang of manipulating his momentum by performing certain actions. By sliding his feet along the ice, he would slowly increase in speed. By pointing his toes left or right, he would turn. By shifting his feet to the side, he would stop completely. Normally, if you tried to stop suddenly, your momentum would carry you forward, but not on this floor. This was the magic of the tower at play. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a wolf howled in the distance. Roy looked over, only to see a bizarre sight. A white wolf was sliding along the ground, heading straight for him. He pointed at the wolf while facing Jason. “Uh, there are monsters on this floor? I thought this was just a playground floor.” 
 
      
 
    “A playground floor? What the hell is that?” Jason tilted his head in confusion. 
 
      
 
    Roy scratched his cheek. “You know, a fun-only floor.” 
 
      
 
    Jason lay down on the ground and rested his head on his hand. He waved Roy away. “Well, go fight it.” 
 
      
 
    “In these conditions?”Roy turned to face the wolf, which was not far now. A smile tugged at his lips. “This should be fun.” 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ice Wolf - Level 35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 500/500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The ice wolf was larger than a dog, with fluffy white fur and large paws. It slid along the ice at over forty miles per hour, honing in on Roy. Seeing the funny sight of a monster sliding left Roy embarrassed. Did I look like that? 
 
      
 
    Roy clasped a basic-grade longsword in his left hand, and a basic-grade short dagger in his right. They had both been dropped by goblins back on the fifth floor. He stood his ground, waiting for the wolf to approach. 
 
      
 
    Jason stood up with a shake of his head. I didn’t expect for him to stand still. He built up momentum and prepared to help out should things turn dire. 
 
      
 
    Roy bent his knees slightly. The wolf was so close now that he could make out its sharp fangs. Almost instantly, the wolf was upon him, its jaws opened wide. Roy kicked off the ice, jumping into the air. In the next moment, he landed on the wolf’s back. “Yeehaw!” 
 
      
 
    The wolf howled threateningly, angered that its prey sat on its back. It turned its feet sideways, instantly stopping all of its momentum. The effect didn’t apply to Roy. Unsummoning his dagger, he quickly grabbed a handful of fur, keeping him from flying off. His butt now covered the wolf’s forehead. All right, enough playtime. 
 
      
 
    As the wolf began to gain momentum again, Roy repositioned himself before plunging his sword into the wolf’s eye. It yelped in pain. Roy gave it no chance to recover as he wounded its other eye, turning it blind. The next few attacks killed it. 
 
      
 
    Roy landed on the ground after his mount dispersed into motes of light. A sharp fang was left in its place. Roy whistled. “Nice, this is better than my dagger.” 
 
      
 
    The slimes didn’t give Roy any equipment upgrades, making him outlevel his equipment. This first monster he killed on the eleventh floor gave him an upgrade, leaving him pleased. 
 
      
 
    Jason slid to a stop next to Roy. He had been paying close attention the entire time, surprised at Roy’s unconventional fighting method. “Did you have fun?” 
 
      
 
    Roy spun in place with a grin. “Sure did! This floor is amazing. I love the concept!” 
 
      
 
    Jason beckoned Roy over with a wave of his hand. “Follow me, these next few floors are a bit special.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides the ice?” Roy was filled with anticipation as he followed after Jason, wondering what else the floor had to offer him. 
 
      
 
    The eleventh floor was made entirely out of ice. There were dips and hills here and there, but nothing too crazy. Roy thought the entire floor would mainly be flat, but when they came to a stop, his eyes widened in surprise. “What is this?” 
 
      
 
    Structures made out of ice filled the frozen wasteland ahead of them. They didn’t look natural, it was like they were artificial. Blocks of ice were carved to form various platforms. Roy found it all very familiar. “Hey, is this like parkour?” 
 
      
 
    “Try and keep up.” Jason said with a grin before gaining momentum. 
 
      
 
    “You’re on!” Roy laughed heartily as he followed ten feet after Jason. 
 
      
 
    The first block of ice was a ramp. Roy watched as Jason flew into the air, performing a backflip. Roy rolled his eyes and shouted. “Show off!” 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, Roy was in the air and was able to catch a glimpse of the next set of platforms. Jason had already landed on a platform in the shape of a U. Suddenly, a notification appeared in front of Roy. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 1 
    
  Time: 0:01 
  Points: 10 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see.” Roy understood why Jason performed a backflip. He wasn’t showing off, he was accruing points. Roy focused back on the course, trying his best to keep up with Jason. Unlike Jason, Roy didn’t feel confident in performing flips and twists just yet. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Roy came to a stop next to Jason, breathing heavily. “That was exhilarating!” 
 
      
 
    Every time he flew through the air, his heart clenched in his chest. It wasn’t a painful or anxious type of clench, but more one of adrenaline. He placed his hand across his heart, feeling each pulse. He had never felt so alive. 
 
      
 
    A notification appeared before him, this time with more information. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 1 
    
  Final Time: 1:01 
  Points: 180 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 1 Rewards: 
    
  +1 Stat Point at 200 points. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Ah, I was wondering why it was scored.” Roy turned to Jason, curious. “How many points did you get?” 
 
      
 
    “Just over three hundred.” Jason replied while trying to calm his breathing. 
 
      
 
    Roy slid around Jason, his body coursing with excitement. “How many courses are there?” 
 
      
 
    Jason counted on his fingers as he tried to recall long forgotten memories. “About ten.” 
 
      
 
    “Ten!” Roy faced the course he just completed. “I’ll focus on this one for now.” 
 
      
 
    Roy headed towards the start of the course, leaving Jason to himself. Jason’s expression was thoughtful as he glanced around. As expected, nobody really likes this floor. The eleventh floor was one of the least populated floors. The rules here were difficult to adapt to, much less master. 
 
      
 
    He began to head towards the east, where elite monsters spawned. He sent Roy a message. “I’m going hunting. Tell me when you’re satisfied.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
     
 
    On the way to the elites’ location, a pack of ice wolves blocked Jason’s way. Instead of slowing down, Jason sped up. The world blurred around him. With his stats, even he was barely able to react to his speed. The wolves fared far worse. 
 
      
 
    Jason danced around them, making movements that would have been impossible on any other floor. The ability to conserve momentum when changing direction was deadly. He held out his sword as he spun like a tornado, slicing through the wolves one after the other. 
 
     
 
    They yelped in pain, helpless. They just couldn’t react to Jason’s movements in time. Soon, they fell, unable to land a single blow. After catching his breath, Jason continued towards his destination, satisfied at his handiwork. 
 
      
 
    After several more fights against ice wolves, he finally made it towards the location of the monster he was looking for. Here, the snow fell much harder, making it difficult to see far into the distance. 
 
      
 
    Jason squinted his eyes, barely making out a monster that stood ten feet tall. It had a grey coat of fur, two horns on its head, and large hands.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Elite) Yeti - Level 35 
  Health: 1,500/1,500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason glanced down at his sword, grinning. I wonder how the yeti will fare with only a single leg? He couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
     
 
    He began to gain momentum, keeping his posture low. The yeti turned and spotted him, letting out a fearsome roar. Raising its arms to the sky, it slammed down, sending cracks through the ice. This was no skill, but a demonstration of its physical strength. 
 
      
 
    Not intimidated in the slightest, Jason slid forward, reaching the yeti not a second later. With a twist of his body, he severed the yeti’s leg, causing it to stumble. Jason watched as slowly but surely, the yeti stopped. With a single leg, it was unable to gain momentum. As a result, it was a sitting duck. Every time Jason wounded it, it let out a bellow. Each bellow grew weaker and weaker, until it dispersed into motes of light. 
 
      
 
    Jason gave a slight nod. Sure enough, the sever skill is deadly. With the sever skill granted by the god Aros, Jason held no fear of any of the monsters on this floor. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Roy’s voice rang in his mind. “Where’s the next course? I want to race you!” 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “It’s just to the north of that one. Can’t you do it by yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Are you scared?” Roy taunted. 
 
      
 
    “Scared?” Jason cracked his neck. “You’re on.” 
 
      
 
    Jason turned, speeding towards Roy at the fastest speed he could handle. 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    In the capital of the Vistar kingdom, the residential district had hundreds of alleyways and back streets. Near the poorer side of the district, shady deals and muggings were commonplace. Olivia stepped off the main street and strode through the nearest alleyway, her eyes narrowed. She approached a set of wooden crates stacked on top of each other.  
 
      
 
    She came to a stop, tilted her head, and listened. The only thing she heard was her own breathing. There was no other presence in the alleyway. At least, that was what her senses told her. She knew otherwise. “Are you gonna show yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since you asked.” A robed figure sprang into existence, standing no further than a foot from Olivia’s face. His head was covered by a hood, and his face was masked by black smoke. The side effect of his equipment. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s chest clenched, though her face showed no change. She gazed into the black smoke, wondering what the man before her really looked like. He was her father’s right-hand man, codename Ghost, and also the one in charge of Yama’s information network. “How was it?” 
 
      
 
    Ghost flipped his hand, a thin folder appearing in his grasp. He handed it over. “I wonder, what exactly do these people mean to you? Enemies? Or perhaps allies?” 
 
      
 
    “That depends on what you found out.” Olivia squinted her eyes as she opened the folder. There were two pages, a plethora of information on one, and the other, nothing. Olivia glanced up at the man. “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    Ghost shrugged. “You said that boy’s name was Roy, age around sixteen, right? There was no information about him in the military’s records. He’s a complete unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “How is that possible?” Olivia frowned, recalling that joyful youth who invited her to join his guild. 
 
      
 
    If you passed the numerous requirements to enter the tower, your information would be recorded by the military. Age, sex, name, history, personality, etc. Everything was recorded. Ghost leaned against the wooden crates. “I venture to guess that this boy has a really big background, and I mean really big.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia focused on the next page. Jason Woltz. Age 28. Father ex-marine, mother deceased. Brain cancer. Jason passed high school and joined his father’s construction company for ten years. Just over a month ago, he entered the tower. Background normal, nothing suspicious. 
 
      
 
    Even as Olivia read Jason’s profile, her frown deepened. This doesn’t make any sense. How could Jason, someone who entered the three realms, have such a normal background? The three realms weren’t something that any Tom, Dick, or Harry could learn casually. You needed to have an extensive martial art background, or be trained from youth by a powerful family. Jason had neither. 
 
      
 
    Olivia closed the folder and stored it away. If what Ghost found out was true, that meant Jason could beat her after just entering the tower, and with no major background. That meant Jason was a genius. A bona fide genius. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Ghost crossed his arms. “Want me to kill them?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shook her head. “No, that won’t be necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, less work for me.” Ghost chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for this.” Olivia turned and walked off.  
 
      
 
    Ghost stood there, thoughtful. Did the young princess finally fancy someone? Roy, huh? Olivia would never have thought she gave Ghost the wrong impression. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, on the eleventh floor, each course grew progressively harder, with some even being considerably dangerous. It took Roy an entire week to make it to the final course, even with his outstanding learning ability. 
 
      
 
    “Woohoo!” Roy sped down an underground tunnel, swerving past deadly icicles. Roy had spent three days on this final course alone, proving how difficult it was. Up ahead, a series of large icicles pointed in his direction. If he made a mistake, he would be impaled by them. In fact, a few of them were dyed red. Roy had already failed multiple times on this course. It was a painful experience. This is it, the final stretch!  
 
      
 
    Roy traveled over sixty miles per hour, making everything blurry. His senses focused as he suddenly spun to the left, then to the right, narrowly avoiding the first set of icicles. The second set, and then the third. I can do it! He had never made it this far. 
 
      
 
    Roy’s face fell as he witnessed the last set of icicles. There was nowhere to go, no matter if he turned left or right, or if he jumped. The icicles were right there, leaving him no time to think. Just as he was about to smash into them, he clenched his teeth and did something he never thought of before. He turned left, sliding up onto the tunnel wall, then onto the ceiling, and then down the other side.  
 
      
 
    Roy released a breath as he emerged from the tunnel, appearing above ground. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 10 
    
  Final Time: 1:45 
  Points: 460 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 10 Rewards:
+5 Stat Points at 450 points. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Roy clenched his hands, excited at having finally beaten the tenth course. 
 
      
 
    Roy contacted Jason through the communication necklace. “Guess what? I finally beat the tenth course!” 
 
      
 
    “Already?” Jason gasped in surprise. Time and time again, he underestimated Roy’s ability to learn. He’d expected Roy to beat it in two weeks, not one. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to the next floor. Where’s the portal?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come to you, then we’ll head there.” Jason finished killing the monster he was fighting before heading towards the finish line of the tenth course. After meeting up with Roy, they headed towards the portal leading to the twelfth floor. 
 
      
 
    Roy kept pace with Jason as he asked, “Hey, is the next floor as cool as this one?” 
 
      
 
    “Cool?” Jason chuckled. It was like Roy took the tower as a playground to play around in. “I’d say it’s pretty cool.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! I wonder what it’ll be?” Roy began to fantasize, letting his imagination run wild. 
 
      
 
    Around an hour later, they entered the portal, appearing in a brand-new world. The chirping of birds, the rustling of leaves, and the smell of moss. Roy glanced around, taking in his surroundings. He found himself in a vibrant forest with tall trees. Vines the size of thick ropes hung from overhanging branches. Before he could fully take in everything, Jason jumped off the platform they were standing on. 
 
      
 
    “What the?” Roy thought Jason was committing suicide. They were standing on top of a giant branch fifty feet in the air. Only when he saw Jason grab onto a nearby vine did he relax. He watched as Jason flew through the forest, releasing, grabbing, and flipping along the way. 
 
      
 
    “I get it. It’s like that movie.” Roy followed after Jason with a front flip, the air brushing against his face. Unlike the biting chilly wind on the eleventh floor, the air on the twelfth floor was cool and refreshing. 
 
     
 
    “Eeek!” A high-pitched screech came from his left, alarming him. Roy turned, surprised at what he found. A group of monkeys were heading straight for him, swinging from vine to vine. Before he could determine if they were friend or foe, they jumped at him. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely bad monkeys!” Roy loosened his grip, causing him to sink down, nimbly avoiding the pounce of a monkey. The monkey didn’t expect to miss. It fell towards the ground, screeching all the way, until a loud thud silenced it. Enraged, the other monkeys followed suit, wave after wave. 
 
      
 
    Roy was so focused on the monkeys that he didn’t notice the giant tree trunk in front of him. With a bang, he smacked right into it. The world turned fuzzy as Roy began to fall, stunned. His powerful stats allowed him to recover a second later, just before he hit the ground. Swiftly summoning his sword, he plunged it into the trunk, stabilizing himself. He let out a sigh of relief.  That was close. 
 
      
 
    Roy heard what could only be considered laughter coming from the monkeys above him. He glanced up, a red blush on his cheeks. When the monkeys saw the giant bump on his forehead, their laughter intensified. 
 
      
 
    “You punks!” Roy grabbed a nearby vine and climbed up it before chasing after them. The monkeys dispersed, taunting him by slapping their butts. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, Jason sat on a branch, watching everything unfold. He chuckled to himself as he watched Roy chase the monkeys, and compared the Roy of now with the one from the alternate past. It’s like he never aged. At his core, he’ll always be a kid, no matter how old he is.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Two figures flew through the air, swinging from vines and hopping off branches. One of the figures was a burly black-haired gorilla, while the other was Roy. The two of them were neck-to-neck. Up ahead, over a hundred monkeys hooted excitedly on a giant branch. 
 
      
 
    I’m so close. Can I make it? Roy had no time to spare a glance at his opponent. The finish line was just ahead. Over the past week, he had competed in nine challenges against the inhabitants of the forest, with this one being the tenth. The gorilla, his opponent, was the king of the forest, and the best vine-racer there was. 
 
      
 
    I need to go faster. Roy released his grip from the vine just a tad sooner, shooting forward. He aligned his body so that it was as flat as it could be, reducing the amount of air that hit him. Slowly but surely, he gained a slight lead over the gorilla. A distressed roar came from behind. 
 
      
 
    Not a moment later, Roy landed on the giant branch with the monkeys. Their hooting and hollering stopped abruptly as they stared at him, their mouths agape. A loud thud shook the branch. Roy turned, watching as the imposing black-haired gorilla strode up to him. With a huff, it spoke in a deep thundering voice. “Human, you win.” 
 
      
 
    Roy beamed as he read the notification that popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Course 10 Rewards: 
    
  +10 Stat Points for beating King Gorilla. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The gorilla turned and jumped off, swinging from vine to vine. The monkeys followed after it. As they took their leave, the forest grew quiet. Roy took a deep breath to calm down from the adrenaline rush. Just as he was about to contact Jason, a voice startled him. “Congratulations. Let me guess, ready to move on?” 
 
      
 
    Roy spun around, only to see Jason leaning against the trunk of the tree. Roy nodded with a grin. “Yeah. I really love these floors compared to the first ten.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Jason pushed off the trunk and walked up to Roy. “I prefer killing monsters. It’s more straightforward, though I can’t deny these floors are a nice change of pace from time to time.” 
 
      
 
    Roy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I wonder if there are any other unique floors like these?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course there are.” Jason had a strange expression. “There are some really, really weird ones.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” Roy leaned forward, his eyes sparkling.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want me to spoil?” Jason flashed a toothy grin. 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Roy shook his head. “No spoilers.” 
 
      
 
    “All right then.” Jason jumped onto a nearby vine. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “To the thirteenth floor!” Roy shouted excitedly. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, near the edge of the twelfth floor, Roy and Jason stepped through the portal leading to the thirteenth floor. Almost immediately, Roy felt something amiss, but he couldn’t quite figure out what. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around, he found himself in a white world as far as the eye could see. The sun hung overhead, much larger than usual. It was like he could reach out and touch it. Most unusual, however, was the ground. It was puffy, like it was made up of millions of feathers. Roy bent down to touch it. “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    His hand sunk into the ground as easily as pushing through air. Roy was confused. “How am I standing on this? Why aren’t I sinking?” 
 
      
 
    Jason smirked. “Try jumping.” 
 
      
 
    “Jumping?” Roy did just that. He jumped. Five feet, ten feet, twenty feet. He flew higher and higher, until Jason was just a small dot among the milky white world. Slowly but surely, the pull of gravity took effect. His ascent came to a stop and he began to fall. Slowly. Less than a minute later, he lightly landed next to Jason. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Jason asked. 
 
      
 
    “There’s hardly any gravity!” Roy exclaimed and pointed at the ground. “It’s like we’re standing on a cloud.” 
 
      
 
    “We ARE.” Jason chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Roy glanced up at the sun, understanding now why it was so big. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a piercing shriek rang through the air. Roy covered his ears. “Ouch.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, a winged creature flew towards them. It had the shape of a human, except it had wings for arms. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Harpy - Level 38 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 1,600/1,600 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “A harpy! I’ve heard about them.” Roy squinted his eyes as he watched the monster approach. When he could make out its facial expression, his eyes widened in surprise. A red blush spread from his cheeks up to his ears.  
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jason asked, barely holding back a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Roy stomped his foot against the cloud. “W-w-why isn’t it wearing a shirt?” 
 
      
 
    The harpy had the shape of a female human. Its breasts bounced with each flap of its wings. To Roy’s relief, the harpy’s lower body was covered in brown feathers, otherwise he didn’t know how he’d react. 
 
      
 
    “Try fighting it.” Jason pointed. 
 
      
 
    “O-o-okay.” Roy stuttered as he summoned his weapons. He rushed forward, only to look down in shock. He had forgotten that gravity was nearly nonexistent. When he pushed off the ground, he flew into the air, leaving him vulnerable to the harpy. 
 
      
 
    Only now that the harpy was close enough did Roy see its sharp talons. When it was within range, he slashed out. To his surprise, the harpy flapped its wings, making an arc around his sword. As an unfortunate side effect of swinging, his body tumbled forward, preventing him from blocking with his dagger. The harpy’s talons plunged into his skin, leaving long gashes on his arm. 
 
      
 
    Roy grunted in pain. He quickly stabilized himself just in time for the next attack. This time he learned from his mistake. Instead of swinging recklessly, he waited for the harpy to attack. As soon as its talons cut into him, he grabbed its leg with his hand. The harpy screeched in alarm. It tried to flap away, but it only pulled Roy along with it. 
 
      
 
    “I have you now.” Roy grinned as he swiped his sword along the harpy’s neck. After several more attacks, the harpy dispersed into light, dropping a brown feather. Roy grabbed it as he slowly fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    When he landed, Jason walked up to him with surprise. “Wow, you actually got that? That’s a pretty rare drop.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Roy’s eyes glittered as he inspected the feather. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  (Grand) Cloud Feather 
  
     
 
      
      	  Upon use, allows flight for thirty minutes. 
    
  *Only usable on the thirteenth floor. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I won’t grow wings, will I?” Roy was concerned as he imagined his arms turning into wings. 
 
      
 
    Jason chuckled. “No, no. But you will grow a tail.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Roy turned to Jason in shock. 
 
      
 
    Jason waved his hand. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Roy let out a sigh of relief. He stored the feather away, saving it for later use. Thinking about the previous two floors, he asked. “Are there courses here too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep, though it’s a bit different.” Jason softly kicked off the ground, barely rising into the air. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes glittered as he watched Jason’s technique. He’s digging his toes into the cloud before pushing off. Roy realized that this floor required significant control over his strength, otherwise he would leave himself vulnerable to monster attacks, like with the harpy. 
 
      
 
    After several mistakes, he slowly got the hang of it. Less than half an hour later, Jason and Roy stood below several floating hoops. Roy pointed. “What are they for?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the course.” Jason explained. “You have to jump through them, one at a time. See those clouds?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Roy saw that in between each hoop was a small cloud. He watched as Jason jumped, flew through the hoop, and then landed on the cloud.  
 
      
 
    After several more hoops, Jason landed back on the ground next to Roy. “Your turn.” 
 
      
 
    Roy copied Jason. He jumped and flew towards the hoop, only to overshoot it by a few feet. He gasped. “Oops.” 
 
      
 
    After landing on the “ground”, he made his way over to the start of the course. Looking up at the hoops, his competitive spirit rose. “This time I’ll make it!” 
 
      
 
    Jason laughed inwardly as he lay down on the cloud, slowly drifting off to sleep. The clouds here made the best beds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Jason sat on a bench not far from the tower, gazing at the people walking here and there. Once a week, he left the tower to contact his dad to let him know that he was still alive and kicking. 
 
      
 
    “Describe to me the floor you’re on,” Austin asked over the phone. 
 
      
 
    “The theme of floors eleven to fifteen is agility-based. The fifteenth floor in particular is snowboarding,” Jason replied as he checked out a cute female mage. 
 
      
 
    “Snowboarding? In the tower?” Austin was a little disbelieving. He had heard that the tower was dangerous and filled with monsters. 
 
      
 
    Jason quickly clarified. “It’s pretty dangerous. Considering that by the time you reach the fifteenth floor, the courses can’t be done by normal humans. It requires superhuman agility.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see. Still, snowboarding in the tower? I didn’t expect that.” Austin chuckled lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Enough about me. What have you been up to?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m jogging right now. I’m trying to bulk up my lower body, now that I can walk again.” Austin replied, his breath slightly ragged. 
 
      
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Austin thought back to the events of last night. “I met up with some brothers I made while in the Marines. They’ve been doing well for themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Jason’s eyes widened slightly. This was new. In the past, his father never made contact with the friends he’d made in the Marines. 
 
     
 
    Jason talked with his father, discussing various topics. A short half hour later, he hung up and pulled out a laptop from his inventory. He had purchased it not long after he met Roy. It was specifically used for producing maps on photoshop. When he made contact with Skyfall, he would use another laptop, one he would dispose of after selling them a map. 
 
      
 
    It had almost been a month since he’d sold Skyfall the first map, and considering the time it took to clear the thirty-ninth floor, they should be needing the map for the forty-first floor soon. The fortieth floor didn’t need a map. Jason spent the rest of the day finishing the map of the forty-first floor, and even worked a bit on the forty-second floor. When the sun fell over the horizon, he packed up and entered the tower. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I just finished the tenth course. I’m already at the portal. Let’s go, go, go!” Roy’s voice rang in his mind as soon he entered the tower. 
 
      
 
    “Be right there.” Jason shook his head at Roy’s impatience. He reminded himself that Roy was still young. 
 
      
 
    A short while later, Jason met up with Roy. “Yo.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have seen me.” Roy gesticulated wildly with his hands. “I didn’t land correctly after a jump and was sent tumbling for nearly a thousand feet. Damn, I would have died if I was a normal human.” 
 
      
 
    Roy went on to narrate how close the final race was against the yeti king. After he finished, Jason spoke up. “About the sixteenth floor…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” Roy’s ears perked up in anticipation. He had already been waiting a few hours for Jason to return, so he was anxious to enter the next floor. 
 
      
 
    “Well.” Jason furrowed his eyebrows. “The next floor is five floors in one. From the sixteenth, all the way to the twentieth.” 
 
      
 
    “Oooh. It should be pretty big then, huh?” Roy imagined. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty big.” Jason nodded slightly. “Remember when I said there are some weird floors? Well, this is one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Roy clenched his hands.
  
 
    “Not great.” Jason shook his head. “This floor is instanced. Meaning an entire floor will be created for you. You won’t meet any other ascenders. You’ll be alone until you pass it.”’ 
 
      
 
    “An entire floor for me? That sounds awesome.” 
 
      
 
    Jason sighed inwardly. He was worried. Worried that Roy would die when he wasn’t there to watch over him. It was true that Roy had passed the floor before Jason returned to the past, but Jason didn’t know how old he’d been then. Roy was only fifteen now. He was still too inexperienced. 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for? You got me all excited.”  
 
     
 
    “Fine.” Jason glanced over to the portal. “Let’s go. Good luck, Roy.” 
 
      
 
    “You too.” Roy jumped in as soon as he got permission. 
 
      
 
    Jason thought to himself. The build I always wanted to try isn’t far now. This next floor should give me one of the core skills I need. When his thoughts reached this point, he nodded firmly and stepped through the portal. 
 
      
 
    He found himself in a light grey world. In front of him, a notification appeared, asking him a question. 
 
    
    
      
      	  If you were to become a monster, which one would you choose? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason already knew what to pick. “A spikeback golem.” 
 
      
 
    The world suddenly spun, a whirlwind of colors flashing past him. Everything returned to normal in the next moment. Jason found himself outside an abandoned mine, surrounded by mining carts and pickaxes. No, that wasn’t right. There were monsters around him. Golems of various sizes. Some were grey, others brown. None of them spared him a glance. 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced down at his body. He stood around four feet tall. No longer was he made of flesh and blood. His body was composed of multiple rocks that combined together to form a head, torso, and limbs. Additionally, there were pointy spikes exuding from various parts of his body. The strangest feeling was not having fingers or toes.  
 
      
 
    First things first. While he was surrounded by allies, he needed to become familiar with his body. Otherwise he might soon lose his life. Even though he wasn’t in his real body, this was still the tower, death would be final. 
 
      
 
    He started first by raising his left arm. It was composed of two narrow rocks, one small, near the end, and one large, near his torso. It was the same for every other limb. Jason guessed that the smaller rocks were supposed to be the golem’s hands and feet. After becoming familiar with his arms, he cautiously stepped forward. Then another. And another. Huh, it’s easier than I thought. Though, I guess it’s because it shares the same shape as a human. If Jason had picked a strange creature like a gryphon, it might have been much harder to adjust to the body. What with the wings and all. 
 
      
 
    Jason started to pick up speed, until he reached a sprint. Then he turned sharply to the left, then right. A few minutes later, he felt tired and came to a stop. He had no mouth, so he didn’t need to breathe. Instead it was instinctual. His body told him that if he continued to run, he would become immobile. 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded to himself after becoming familiar with his new body. He couldn’t speak, so instead he willed his stat screen to appear. He took a look at his stats and abilities. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Jason 
  
      	  Title: 14th Challenge Completion (Disabled) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Age: 28 
  
      	  Race: Golem 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 1 
  
      	  Stat Points: 0 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 75/75 
  
      	  Health Regeneration: .30/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 15/70 
  
      	  Stamina Regeneration: .28/s 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 7 
  
      	  Vitality: 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 5 
  
      	  Endurance: 14 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tenacity: 10 
  
      	  Fortitude: 20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not bad. Pretty high fortitude for a level 1, though I guess that’s to be expected of a golem. Fortitude reduced the damage taken from everything. In the alternate past, it had been one of Jason’s highest stats, allowing him to become one of the best tanks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Earth Armor - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the damage from all attacks by 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Reflection - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  When you are hit by an attack, deal 5 damage back to the attacker, no matter the distance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spike Barrage - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 10 stamina to shoot out the spikes on your body, damaging all foes within 5 feet for 20 damage. 
    
  1-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s it. That’s the one. Jason grew excited as he read the reflection skill. It was a skill he’d never acquired before, one that was unique to certain monsters. When he passed through this floor, he would be able to choose one skill from his monster form and carry it over to his regular body. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a few of the nearby golems roared. Strange, to roar without mouths. Jason had never thought about it before, but now that he was a golem, he realized how weird it was. If the golems next to him could roar, was he able to speak somehow? 
 
      
 
    Followed by the roars were high-pitched screeches. Jason turned, only to find a horde of kobolds rushing out of the mine, pickaxes in hand. A fierce battle between golems and kobolds began. After thinking for a moment, Jason rushed in to help out. If his fellow golems died, he would be next. He was currently level 1, so he needed help to survive. He wouldn’t let his allies die in vain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    
    
      
      	  Kobold Miner - Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 50/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A kobold was a humanoid rat. They were the size of small children, had long thin tails, and whiskers on their snout. Goblins and kobolds had around the same strength. Normally Jason would overwhelm them with technique, but he was now in an unfamiliar body with no fingers. How was he supposed to use martial arts like this? 
 
      
 
    As Jason ran up to the nearest kobold, he inspected a golem that was in combat, hoping to gain inspiration. Oh, I see. The kobold miner in front of Jason turned to face him and swung its pickaxe. 
 
      
 
    Jason allowed the pickaxe to chip away at his body. A dull pain came from his chest. Roaring, he gathered all of his strength and smashed his flat fist into the kobold. It was sent flying backwards as a couple of teeth hit the ground. Considering that he couldn’t twist the kobold’s neck or steal its weapon, he walked up and stomped his foot onto its neck. The critical attack finished it off. 
 
      
 
    What he learned from the nearby golems was simple. Smash, pummel, and smash some more. That was what golems excelled in, what they were known for. A simple fighting style, but when backed by a golem’s weight, a dangerous one. Jason was only four feet tall, but he weighed over two hundred pounds. On the other hand, a kobold weighed less than sixty. 
 
      
 
    Jason charged forward, knocking a kobold off its feet. He jumped into the air and landed straight onto its stomach, dealing significant damage. It swung its pickaxe wildly, dealing little damage. Funnily enough, the damage from reflection finished it off. Jason faced the sky and laughed. All I need to do is get tanky enough, and all my foes will kill themselves. 
 
      
 
    More kobolds continued to pour out of the mine, shrieking and yelling. Jason glanced around the battlefield. The kobolds outnumbered the golems two to one, making the situation look grim, but Jason knew that a golem was slightly stronger than a kobold. If he wasn’t here, the golems might have lost. 
 
      
 
    Jason charged into the fray, performing a tactic that was highly frowned upon. He stole kills. When a golem was about to finish off its foe, Jason appeared, dealing the last blow, gaining a significant amount of XP. If he had done this to ascenders, they would get angry and perhaps attack him, but the golems were mindless beasts. They didn’t care in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s level soared. As the battle raged on, he invested his points into vitality and endurance, allowing him to fight even longer. Over time, the number of kobolds that poured out of the mine decreased, as did the number of golems. After what seemed like half an hour, the battle ended. 
 
      
 
    Jason stood at the mouth of the mine, sluggish. He felt exhausted. It took all he had to stand upright. Turning around, he found that the remaining golems gathered around him. Surprisingly, they lay on the ground and kowtowed. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have emerged victorious and have been recognized as the chieftain of this golem tribe. 
    
  Do you accept? 
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, Jason accepted. He had no idea where the portal to the next floor was, and he didn’t know what monsters he would have to face. Taking command of these golems was the wisest choice. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  The mine is home to a tribe of kobolds. A golem tribe needs a home. Wipe out the kobolds to take over their territory! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After recovering his stamina, Jason stood up, faced the mine, and raised his hand. “Charge!” 
 
      
 
    A sound wave carrying his voice spread out with his head as the center. Huh, my guess was right. It must be an innate ability of golems. Jason took the lead and entered the mine, his golem subordinates following from behind. The kobolds would be wiped out this day. 
 
      
 
    On another floor, in a massive cave at the top of a mountain overlooking the boundless land, Roy ate to his heart’s delight. Before him was the corpse of a high-level mountain goat, which he gladly dug into. He was a little hesitant about eating it raw, but after taking a curious bite, he found that it was delicious. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a massive tremor ran through the cave. Roy jumped up, delighted. “Mom, you’re back!” 
 
      
 
    An enormous beast entered the cave, strutting forward on four legs. It had two wings on its back, a pair of horns, a snout, and yellow eyes. The creature Roy called Mom, was actually an ancient dragon. The dragon opened its mouth and dropped another high-level monster in front of Roy. Squinting happily, the dragon’s voice boomed through the cave. “Little dragon, eat until you are content.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Mom!” Roy dug into the fresh corpse. As he ate it, his body grew in size. With every bite he felt stronger.  
 
      
 
    While Jason had to fight for his life to develop a foothold, Roy actually had a mother bring him food. Even more startling was that he leveled up just by eating. If Jason had seen this, he would have complained about the unfairness of the world. Of course, the tower wasn’t this easy. As soon as Roy finished eating, his mother picked him up with her claws and threw him off the mountain. “Time to learn how to fly, little dragon!” 
 
      
 
    “Moooooooooom!” Roy screamed in horror as he fell off the mountain. He spun wildly through the air, his heart threatening to jump out of his chest. Focus, focus. Roy had realized earlier he had wings, but after several tests he wasn’t able to move them. Now, though, he had no choice but to learn how to fly. His life was at stake. 
 
      
 
    The ground grew bigger, and soon Roy was able to make out the individual trees below. There wasn’t much time left. Roy forced himself to calm down and closed his eyes. He imagined his current body in his mind and reached out. Up, down. Up, down. A simple flapping motion was all he needed. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he felt something twitch. His eyes snapped open in glee as he looked over his shoulder. Come on, come on. He reached out with his mind once more, imagining his two wings flapping. As if responding to his command, they opened up. The air hit his wings, slowing down his descent. Flap, flap, flap. Slowly but surely, his wings began to flap up and down. His descent slowed. 
 
      
 
    Just as Roy wondered how far away from the ground he was, he smacked into a tree. He bounced off of it, crashing into a branch. The branch snapped, unable to hold his weight, sending him tumbling down. Branch after branch broke. A moment later, Roy hit the ground with a thud. “Ouuuuuuuuuch.” 
 
      
 
    His entire body was racked with pain. Glancing back, he found that his wings were broken. He wouldn’t be able to fly back to his mom until his health was restored. Determining wisely, he decided to hide until that happened. At least that was the plan, until the forest lit up with roars. 
 
      
 
    Roy swiveled his head, only to find a black panther exit the nearby shrubbery. Their eyes met. Roy bared his teeth, growling threateningly. The panther winced in fear from facing a dragon, but when it realized that Roy was wounded, it gathered its courage and pounced forward. 
 
      
 
    Roy instinctively went to grab his sword, only to remember he was currently a dragon. The only thing he could do was open his mouth and bite at the swiping paw of the panther. He clamped his teeth around the paw and swung his head wildly to the side. The panther was sent flying through the air and hit the ground with a thud. Pouncing forward, Roy dug his claws into its throat. He watched as the life slowly faded from its eyes. 
 
      
 
    Before he could relax, he heard the shrubbery behind him rustle. They just won’t stop coming, huh? Roy raised his head to the sky and roared, causing all who heard it to freeze in fear. Roy was letting everyone know: a dragon was here! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    In the depths of the mine, a group of golems gathered together, their bodies covered in cracks. The battle with the kobolds had been fierce, but with Jason leading the way, they were victorious. Jason sat against the wall of the mine, resting as he inspected the details of his new territory. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Copper and Iron Mine 
  
     
 
      
      	  Produces 10 copper and 10 iron every hour. 
  Spawns a level 1 golem every hour. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s it? Usually a territory gave more detailed information, like what was needed to upgrade it, the miners mining the ore, and so on. This mine was different in that it produced ore automatically, but most importantly, spawned golems. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash of light next to Jason. He glanced over to find a stack of ore, twenty in total. Half the stack was orange and half was gray. Next to the ore was a level 1 golem inspecting its surroundings. Jason watched, perplexed, as the group of golems ran over to the ore. In multiple flashes of light, the ore disappeared. A couple golems grew a few inches in size as they leveled up. 
 
      
 
    Jason jumped to his feet and exclaimed. “Hey, you guys, don’t touch the ore without my permission!” 
 
      
 
    The group of golems turned to face Jason and bowed their heads, hiding the red blushes on their cheeks. Jason slapped his forehead. “Sheesh.” 
 
      
 
    He learned something new today. Golems could actually level up by eating ore of all things. He thought monsters leveled up by killing other monsters, but it seemed like they had their own culture as well. He froze. Wait, does that mean I can consume ore to level up as well? He glowered at the golems. They had stolen his XP. His free XP! 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the largest golem among his subordinates faced the ceiling and roared. Its body began to shine with white light as a notification appeared in front of Jason. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  One of the golems under your command has reached level 10 and is ready to evolve. It looks to you for guidance. 
    
  Should it become a golem specializing in speed, strength, or defense? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’ll be the tank. Jason decided with a grin. Tanking was his role. His pride. He wouldn’t let others take it from him. That left two options: speed or strength. Strength would most likely increase their damage output, while speed increased their reaction and movement. Jason considered for a moment before picking speed. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he pushed the button, the golem shrunk, becoming slender. It looked down at its body, curious at its new form. Jason walked up to it with a nod. “All right, your name shall be Scout One. Go search the area surrounding the mine and report back to me. Remember, do not engage in any battles. Flee as quickly as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, chief.” The golem slowly spoke before dashing out of the mine. 
 
      
 
    Huh, that was a surprise. It looks like after evolving, the golem became more intelligent, although only a little. Jason glanced at his territory. Fifty-eight minutes until the ores spawned. Instead of sitting around waiting, he wanted to be more proactive. He pointed at five golems. “You five, stay here and guard the entrance of the mine. The others, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    To clear the floor, he had to find the portal. The easiest way to do that was to increase his strength. That way he would be able to overcome any obstacle. He was currently level 9, which was far from enough. Jason exited the mine, finding himself in a large pit. He climbed up the slope and glanced around. 
 
      
 
    The biome he was in lacked any type of life. It was a barren rocky wasteland. The only thing he saw were massive rocks of various shapes. One thing of note was that far, far in the distance were two enormous slabs of rock leaning against each other. That’s worth checking out, but it’s too far for now. 
 
      
 
    Jason cautiously made his way forward, prepared for battle at any moment. Sure enough, as he made his way around a large boulder, he ran into a group of kobolds. Unlike the lower leveled kobolds back in the mine, these had levels around 10 and held short swords. 
 
      
 
    “Attack!” Jason roared, startling the small creatures. He stormed into the pack of kobolds and crouched over, activating his spike barrage. The spikes on his body shot out at a speed too fast for the kobolds to react to. Every kobold recoiled in pain as the spikes pierced into their bodies. That was when the horde of golems stomped forward, barbarically smashing into the kobolds. Bones were broken and skulls were cracked. 
 
      
 
    The battle was quickly over, thanks to Jason creating a gap in their defenses. Jason suddenly spun around, only to find Scout One approaching him. Lowering his guard, he asked. “What did you find?” 
 
      
 
    “Chief. Mine, that way.” The golem pointed, its low intelligence causing it to speak awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Jason inspected his subordinates. Due to how quickly the battle ended, few were wounded. He faced Scout One. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    “To where?” The golem tilted its head. 
 
      
 
    Jason inwardly groaned. “To the mine you found.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me.” The golem turned and ran off at full speed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Jason hastily called out. “Go slower.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, back on the fifteenth floor, Olivia stood before a group of ascenders. “Yeah, we saw him. A young boy with blond hair and green eyes, right? He entered the portal leading to the sixteenth floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Olivia turned and headed towards the portal. Earlier, she had tried contacting Jason only to receive no answer. When she finally learned where he was, she was surprised. They already made it to the sixteenth floor? Considering that Jason only entered the tower less than two months ago, this progress was record-breaking, and he wasn’t even a natural-born. Olivia felt more confidence in making her decision. It was the right choice to pick Jason as her master. 
 
      
 
    Much like her brother, Victor, Olivia was ordered by her father to climb the tower without any of her family’s help. She had yet to enter the sixteenth floor, and instead had been grinding her skills and techniques on slimes. Unlike Roy, Olivia did plenty of research on which monster to pick. After browsing through the library in the Vistar Kingdom’s capital, she stumbled upon a rare and unique monster that complemented her skills. If she could acquire its ability, she would grow vastly more powerful. 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to fall behind Jason and Roy, she entered the portal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  If you were to become a monster, which one would you choose? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
     “Shadow panther.” Olivia stated confidently, having already long decided on her choice. 
 
      
 
    The world spun, only to stabilize in the next moment. Olivia found herself surrounded by darkness. Strangely, she was able to see as clearly as day. The shadow panther was attuned to darkness and had the innate ability to see in the dark. As she was now a shadow panther, Olivia gained access to its abilities. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Teleport - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 10 stamina to teleport to a shadow within fifteen feet. 
    
  1-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Bind - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 5 stamina to manipulate a shadow to bind a target for 5 seconds, preventing movement. 
    
  2-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Clone - Level 1 0% - Trainee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 30 stamina to create a clone from your shadow for 5 minutes. The clone has 30% of your stats. 
    
  10-minute cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The tree to her left suddenly rustled. A black rabbit with red eyes popped out. It sniffed, turned to Olivia, and bared its long fangs.  
 
      
 
    Olivia opened her snout and licked her now sharp teeth. “Wanna fight?” 
 
      
 
    The rabbit screeched and jumped towards her, its body splitting into three. Olivia’s ears perked up, listening to the sound of the grass. Just as the rabbit was about to bite into her, she swirled her head to the right and snapped her mouth shut. Fresh blood dyed her teeth red as the rabbit struggled in her mouth. She chomped down again and again, ripping the rabbit’s body to shreds. When she felt no more movement, she spat. The rabbit hit the ground with a thud before dispersing into light. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around the dark world, she jumped onto a nearby tree and disappeared into the darkness. This floor was perfect for her, who was raised as an assassin. Becoming a shadow panther was like giving her wings. The hunt was on.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    The tower was beyond what scientists could understand. All they knew was that the tower was able to freely manipulate space-time, but as for how, they had no clue.  
 
      
 
    On a floor that was not accessible to ascenders, an entire world larger than Earth was housed. The planet was devoid of any form of life, and ravines as large as continents crisscrossed through the rocky surface. Floating above the planet was an island covered with lush green plants and herbs. Every single herb contained a vast amount of lifeforce. If an ascender consumed one of them, their lifespan would be increased by thousands of years, and their bodies would contain incredible strength. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, ho, ho.” An elderly man with a short grey beard, wearing a plain grey robe,  bent over and gently picked up a yellow herb with seven leaves. “The lifebloom herb finally has seven leaves.” 
 
      
 
    If Jason were here, he would recognize the elderly man as Aros, the god of battle. Aros sniffed the herb before popping it into his mouth. “Mm. Mm. Tastes quite bitter. Perhaps I should ask Piety to refine it into a pill?” He considered it, then shook his head. “No, no. I don’t want to owe her a favor.” 
 
      
 
    The vast amount of lifeforce within the herb caused deafening booms to ring out from within Aros’s body. He trembled as the booms rose, combined, growing stronger with every blast. Aros opened his mouth and let out a burp, releasing a terrifying wave of energy. “Ahhh. It took ten thousand years for that herb to grow, yet I only gained a few hundred years of extra life. The effect of these herbs is weakening the more I consume them. Is my life really going to come to an end while I’m trapped in this damn tower?” 
 
      
 
    The faint voice of a young woman suddenly echoed through the island. “Elder Aros, we are having a meeting. Would you like to join us?” 
 
      
 
    Aros recognized the voice as Piety, the god of light. The gods took on the role of overseers in the tower and normally had a meeting every year or so. Time and time again, Piety would come asking for him to join, which Aros would decline, saying it was a waste of time.               
 
      
 
    “A meeting? No-” Aros paused, recalling something. A grin tugged at his lips. “Actually, I’ll be there in a second.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? That’s great!” Piety was pleased. 
 
      
 
    Aros stepped forward, space warping around his body as he disappeared from the island, only to reappear in another location of the tower. Aros found himself standing on a large marble platform, hovering in the vastness of space. Faint glittering stars twinkled in the distance. In the middle of the platform was a circular table, around which sat numerous figures. 
 
      
 
    One of the figures, a young woman with shining blond hair, rose from her seat and bowed towards Aros. “Elder Aros, your seat is over here, next to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well.” A ghastly voice caused the surrounding space to shudder. “Old man Aros has finally come out from his little cave. What a surprise!” 
 
      
 
    Aros glanced towards the owner of the voice, a figure shrouded in billowing darkness. “Oh, Vex. I see you’re still too embarrassed to show your appearance. I wonder how ugly you really are?” 
 
      
 
    Vex chuckled, his laughter grinding on the ears. “Oh, poor Aros. I can sense the aura of death exuding from your body. Anytime now you’ll fall over, dead.” 
 
      
 
    Aros raised an eyebrow. “Vex, do you really want to anger me? I’m getting old, and might go crazy at any moment. Who knows if I’ll snap and break some rules?” 
 
      
 
    The blackness surrounding Vex shuddered slightly. “Hmph.” 
 
      
 
    Alister, the god of tricks, sat next to Vex. He was a beautiful young man with long black hair. “Every time you two do this, squabbling but never actually fighting. It’s boring. Just fight already!” 
 
      
 
    A bald, short, middle-aged man roared with laughter. His name was Brundo, the god of professions. “Everyone knows that Vex got his ass whupped the last time they fought. He’s all bark and no bite.” 
 
      
 
    A woman with curly hair defended Vex. “Hey, at least he’s the only one among us who has the balls to still challenge Aros.” 
 
     
 
    Piety made a pitiful expression. “Everyone, we’re all friends here, right? Why do we have to fight?” 
 
      
 
    “Spare me your fake pity.” Vex snorted in irritation. 
 
      
 
    Just as the gods were about to get into another round of arguments, a calm, even voice silenced them. “Enough bickering. What are you, kids?” 
 
      
 
    The gods turned, inspecting the new arrival. It was a man with short black hair, a narrow face, and a long tail. He wore glasses. The gods knew not his name, only his title. He was called the Architect, the designer of the floors in the tower, and also… the servant of the one who imprisoned them here. 
 
      
 
    The Architect strode up to his chair and sat down before sparing Aros a glance. “Oh? Aros, you’ve arrived. I’m glad.” 
 
      
 
    Aros sat down in the empty chair next to Piety. “Well, I thought I might as well show up at least once.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, whatever the case, let the meeting begin.” The Architect nodded slightly. “Unfortunately, we just barely missed the mark to upgrade earth’s status from a tier two to a tier three trial taker.”  
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” The gods glanced around in confusion. To upgrade from a tier two trial taker to a tier three meant that all of the gods, the overseers, must have chosen a disciple, or in other words, a champion. 
 
      
 
    The gods all focused on Aros, their eyes widening in surprise. “Aros, you finally picked a disciple? None of the lifeforms from the past five civilizations that took the tower’s trial caught your eye.” 
 
      
 
    Piety smiled widely. “Elder Aros, congratulations!” 
 
      
 
    Aros caressed his beard, grinning from ear to ear. “Ho, ho, ho. I may have picked up a young lad.” 
 
      
 
    Vex snorted. “About time. It’s because of you that I could never unleash my minions. They keep complaining to me, going on and on about how bored they are.” 
 
      
 
    Piety turned to the Architect. “Sir, who is Aros’s disciple?” 
 
      
 
    All of the gods glanced at the Architect. Aros was known for being a stickler with extremely high standards. If Aros actually picked a disciple, they had to be someone special. The Architect replied calmly. “His name is Jason Woltz, 28 years old. He entered the tower two months ago and has already completed the fourteenth challenge of the colosseum. Most notably, he killed a level 15 field boss without using any skills at level 7.” 
 
      
 
    The gods let out audible gasps, shocked at what they heard. This human named Jason had terrifying potential. Piety turned to Aros. “Elder Aros, that’s amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s just barely passable.” Aros leaned back, laughing. He truly felt happy that all of the gods were praising his disciple, especially when he noticed the nearby Vex was silent.  
 
      
 
    Brundo turned back to the Architect, his expression one of confusion. “You said we just barely missed the mark. I thought every one of us had disciples, except Aros. Now that he has one, shouldn’t everyone have a disciple now?” 
 
      
 
    Vex spoke up, his tone haughty. “Well, my disciple may have killed Piety’s…” 
 
      
 
    Brundo exclaimed. “Piety, is that true?” 
 
      
 
    “It is quite unfortunate, but yes it’s true.” Piety lamented. 
 
      
 
    Vex chuckled. “Piety, don’t blame me for this. It can only be said that your disciple was too weak.” 
 
      
 
    Piety faced Vex with a warm smile. “Of course, Vex, what you said makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    Aros glanced over to Piety, unable to tell if she was putting up a facade, or if she truly didn’t care. His eyes narrowed. That was what made her dangerous. Of all the people the Architect’s master captured, Piety was the one he was uncertain about. She appeared weak and was non-confrontational, always trying to keep the peace between the gods. She was the god of light, while Vex was the god of darkness, so they were diametrically opposed, and yet she was friendly with him, no matter how harshly he treated her. 
 
      
 
    Aros didn’t understand. If someone treated him badly, he would just smack them around a bit until they bent the knee. Vex was a little special. Even though they dueled time and time again, Vex never gave up. Aros sighed. He had been like that too, in his youth. Always seeking greater strength, no matter how much his pride was stepped on. That was why no matter how vile Vex’ character was or how cruel his minions were, Aros respected him. He nodded to himself. Strength, in the end, was what mattered most. 
 
      
 
    Brundo asked Piety. “When do you think you’ll get another disciple?” 
 
      
 
    Piety placed a finger on her chin. “Hmm. It all depends on their character, not their strength. I haven’t found anybody I like yet.” 
 
      
 
    Alister reprimanded Vex. “Damn it, you fool. I know you sent a message to your disciple to kill Piety’s! If you hadn’t, you might have been able to unleash your minions.” He slapped his knee. “Now THAT would have been fun!” 
 
      
 
    Vex’s action of meddling among the disciples backfired. If his minions got wind of this, they would definitely chew him out. He clenched his hands and felt regret, which was rare for him. “Sorry. I didn’t expect Aros to get a disciple.” 
 
      
 
    The Architect narrowed his eyes, his tone cold. “Vex, did you tell trial taker Cay Wolf about the appearance, location, or abilities of trial taker Sam Kraus?” 
 
      
 
    A terrifying pressure oppressed Vex from all directions. It didn’t come from the Architect, but from the tower itself. The Architect himself was no match for the gods before him, but he was in control of the tower, which could annihilate most of the gods here in a single blow.  
 
      
 
    Vex shuddered as cracking sounds rang out from his body. He struggled to speak. “N- no, of course not. I only told him to seek out the champion of Piety, nothing more. I haven’t broken any rules!” 
 
      
 
    The energy suppressing Vex dispersed as quietly as it appeared. The Architect nodded slightly. “Very well then.” 
 
      
 
    Vex glared at the Architect, though no one could see it through the mask of black smoke. You bastard. If you didn’t have the tower backing you, I would have tortured you until your last breath. 
 
      
 
    The Architect noticed killing intent coming from Vex only to promptly ignore it. He felt no threat from him. Coughing lightly, he moved onto the next subject. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Competition between the top guilds on the thirty-ninth floor was fierce, mainly because the towers were connected past the thirtieth floor. As it stood, America and Europe had a friendly relationship due to their history. Since Russia didn’t have a tower, they had to ally with someone. It was either allying with the western world, or choosing China. The choice was obvious. India had a friendly relationship with everyone and watched from the sidelines as the Western and Eastern world clashed again and again. Africa was a war zone due to the dictators and warlords that popped up. Of all the towers, Africa’s was the one who didn’t have any top-tier guilds, but that didn’t mean they were weak.  
 
      
 
    On the thirty-ninth floor, Shenlong stood on a mountain overlooking the floor. He was an elderly man with a trimmed white beard and a long ponytail. Shenlong was a master of the spear and guild master of Zui Gao, Mandarin for supreme. He was renowned and feared around the world as one of the strongest humans to currently exist. 
 
      
 
    His eyes were narrowed as he stared into the distance, which just so happened to be the direction of the portal to the fortieth floor. Behind him, a middle-aged Chinese man approached. “Master Shenlong, I bring news regarding the Skyfall guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm.” Shenlong nodded slightly. 
 
      
 
    The Chinese man bowed, both as a form of respect and formality. “Their farming squads haven’t made a move, but their main team has disappeared. Our scouts report that they entered the fortieth floor and beyond.” 
 
      
 
    “So soon? Are they not afraid of rushing to their deaths?” Shenlong muttered to himself. Generally, all top-tier guilds held an attitude of utmost caution with regard to ascending to unknown floors. Only when they grew to their limits on the current floor would they advance. 
 
      
 
    The Chinese man kept his bow as he replied. “Master, I believe they aren’t so foolish. Over the past few weeks, they have shown incredible knowledge of the thirty-ninth floor. They always seem to arrive on time when field bosses spawn and treasure chests appear.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. Walter is a cautious man, like me. That’s why I respect him. The only reason he would advance is if he grew to his limits on the floor.” Shenlong closed his eyes as he fell into thought. 
 
      
 
    “But Master… how could they have progressed so much faster than us?” The man was in disbelief. He didn’t believe that Skyfall was stronger than Zui Gao, so how was this possible? 
 
      
 
    The man hesitated for a moment. “Master, should we advance as well? You have already reached the limit on this floor.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Shenlong’s voice was firm. “Rushing leads to death. Many guilds in the past twenty years have taught us this lesson.” 
 
      
 
    He gazed down to where his subordinates were fighting monsters to collect tokens. “When the team is ready to advance, we advance. No sooner.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Master.” The man bowed lower. “One more thing, Xi Jinping requests for our assistance in South America.” 
 
      
 
    Shenlong’s eyes snapped open as he turned around. “You really can’t let go, huh?” 
 
      
 
    The man trembled briefly. “I am loyal to my country.” 
 
      
 
    Shenlong sighed lightly. “Tell them that I decline. I won’t slaughter weaklings, but make no mistake, should China be attacked, I won’t hesitate to lend a hand. But to massacre weak ascenders on the lower floors? I’m no devil.” 
 
     
 
    The man clenched his hands. “I understand, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “Go now.” Shenlong turned around and once more gazed in the direction of the portal. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in the Pentagon of the United States, a meeting was currently underway. Military intelligence reported their intel, mainly regarding the war going on in South America between China and America. “We have uncovered that China has redoubled their efforts in their attempt to take control of the tower in Brazil. In just the last month, their government has forcibly conscripted citizens into the military and plan on sending them to Brazil.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting fell into whispers and murmurs. General Toffrey, a pudgy elderly man with a goatee spoke up. “Do we have an estimate on the number of conscripted citizens?” 
 
      
 
    An intelligence officer read from a folder. “Sir, exact numbers are unknown, but our agents estimate that the number is over five million.” 
 
      
 
    “Five million?” A broad man named General Rodgers exclaimed. “Do they plan on filling the tower to the brim?” 
 
      
 
    The room fell silent. Only so many ascenders could fit in the tower, which was why the war over Brazil’s tower was so important. Whoever gained control of it would gain access to an incredible amount of resources. More importantly, they would have double the room to train new ascenders, allowing their country to explode in power. 
 
      
 
    General Rodgers broke the silence. “What does everyone think about recruiting veterans?” 
 
      
 
    “Veterans?” The high-ranking military officers mulled it over. 
 
      
 
    General Rodgers continued. “Especially the elderly. We can supply them with ability books, allowing them to regain their strength and vigor. I’m sure they’d love to accept.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.” Another general said. 
 
      
 
    General Rodgers glanced around. “Are we all in favor?” 
 
      
 
    This recent move by China threatened the delicate balance America had fought so desperately for. If China wanted to up the ante, America wouldn’t fall behind. 
 
      
 
    “So be it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in favor.” 
 
      
 
    And so it was decided. Across the country, veterans who expressed a willingness to become an ascender once again joined the military. The battle for Brazil’s tower would soon become a bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    Jason knew this was happening, yet he could do nothing to stop it. He just didn’t have enough influence. Power. He had to gain power. With power, he would have influence. With influence, he could prevent humanity from dying. That was why he was rushing through the tower so fast.  
 
      
 
    On the sixteenth floor, Jason glanced behind him, smiling at the army of golems following him. Over the past two weeks, he had captured twenty mines. Of the ore that spawned, he took 60% for himself and gave the other 40% to his minions. 
 
      
 
    He had one hundred golems following him towards the two slabs of rock in the distance. Fifty of the golems focused on strength and were called power golems. Twenty-five focused on speed and were called scout golems. The last twenty-five were a mix between the two and were called warrior golems. Their names were made up by Jason. 
 
      
 
    Their levels were around forty. Jason’s level was forty-nine. With every level, he increased in size, and he now stood over twenty feet tall. It was to the extent that he couldn’t enter the mines anymore. Hopefully the portal isn’t underground. Jason chuckled to himself. 
 
     
 
    The two slabs of rock grew larger the closer he got. His initial guess was that they were around a hundred feet tall, but when he stood beneath them, he realized he was way off. They had to be over three hundred feet tall. Directly underneath the slabs was a glowing blue portal. 
 
      
 
    Aha! There it is. Jason grew excited at the thought of finally getting his human body back. He pointed at the portal. “Scout golem twenty-five, go next to the portal.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Chief.” A golem standing over ten feet tall rushed forward, its figure becoming a blur. Even Jason could barely make it out. The golem was fast, but it was weak as hell. 
 
      
 
    Just as the golem reached within fifty feet of the portal, the ground underneath it shifted. A massive creature rose from the ground, dirt and rock falling off its body. With a snap of its jaws, the scout golem was crushed to bits. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes narrowed. So, this is the guardian of the floor, huh? 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  (Field Boss) Stone Basilisk - Level 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 25,000/25,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Split into two teams, team one will attack the basilisk from the left and team two will attack from the right!” Jason gave commands as he rushed forward. The stone basilisk was about the same height as Jason. Including its tail, it clocked in at over a hundred feet long. It was basically an alligator. The spikes on Jason’s body shot out, instantly piercing into the basilisk’s stone body. Roaring in pain, the basilisk swiped out with its front hand. 
 
      
 
    The hand moved faster than Jason could react to, making it impossible to dodge. Grinning, Jason planted his feet into the ground and grabbed onto the hand just before it smacked into him. He used the incredible strength granted by his body to stop the hand in its tracks.  
 
      
 
    The basilisk roared as it pressed harder. Jason was slowly pushed back, his feet leaving tracks in the ground. Thankfully, he wasn’t alone. He had distracted the basilisk long enough that his subordinates fell into position, releasing waves of attacks. Bits of rock fell off the basilisk's body, slightly reducing its size. 
 
      
 
    The basilisk widened its eyes as it realized the situation wasn’t looking good. It changed focus, turning to target the weaker golems first.  
 
      
 
    “Fat chance!” Jason roared as he used all of his strength to wrap his arms around the basilisk’s hand. Bending his legs, he shouted fiercely, raising the entire basilisk into the air. The basilisk flailed wildly, but it was futile. It was lifted high into the air before being tossed towards the slab of rock on Jason’s left. 
 
      
 
    With a booming bang, it smacked into the slab and bounced off. Unfortunately, it landed on a few golems, instantly killing them underneath its weight. 
 
      
 
    “Oops.” Jason rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    The basilisk slowly got to its feet, its eyes beginning to glow with a bright light. Jason quickly shouted. “Everyone, turn away or you’ll be frozen!” 
 
      
 
    Just as the spell was about to go off, a resounding crack rang through the air. Jason glanced up, only to see a long fissure snake up the slab. He stepped backwards in shock. “Uh oh!” 
 
      
 
    He promptly turned and fled. A wave of energy washed over him, but because he wasn’t facing the basilisk, it had no effect. When the energy faded, Jason glanced over his shoulder. He saw a massive piece of rock break off from the slab. The basilisk glanced up and roared in defiance. It was silenced a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “It’s over? Just like that?” Jason muttered in astonishment. He had been expecting a long fight where he had to sacrifice his golems and expected to be the last one standing. Oh. As he looked around, he realized he had forgotten to tell his subordinates to flee. Apparently, he really was the last one standing.  
 
     
 
    Well, not like I need them anymore. Jason felt sorry for his subordinates, although he knew he would have had to say goodbye eventually. He was the only one who could pass through the portal. As soon as he did, this entire world would disappear, never to be entered again. 
 
      
 
    Jason made his way over to the portal. He was much larger than it, making him wonder if he could even go through it. Thankfully, as soon as he touched it with his hand, a notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You can choose one ability to carry over to your main body. 
    
  *Ability grade and level will be kept. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Finally! His reflection was sitting at beginner Level 8. It was just a tad bit away from reaching the novice grade. Without hesitation, he selected the reflection skill and was teleported away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



 Chapter 34 
 
    The wind pushed against Jason’s body, nearly lifting him off his feet. He quickly crouched down, lowering the amount of wind pushing against him. Now stabilized, he glanced around, flashing a toothy grin. The twenty-first floor, huh? 
 
      
 
    Jason found himself standing on a tall pillar made of rock, around fifty feet in diameter. He crawled over to the edge and glanced down. The pillar stood in the middle of a vast lake. In the distance, other pillars of various sizes and shapes could be seen. Squinting his eyes, he could just barely make out flying creatures. 
 
      
 
    A notification popped up, blocking his vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For reaching the twenty-first floor, you have been gifted a Basic Glider. 
    
  Accept / Accept 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Without any other option, he pushed accept. In a flash of light, a white contraption appeared in front of Jason, hovering in the air. He grabbed the glider and placed it on the ground before stepping on it. Much like a snowboard, there was a strap for his feet to attach to. When he locked his feet in, another notification appeared, informing him of the glider’s stats and skills. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Basic Glider 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flight Speed: Low 
  Gliding Ability: Low 
  Turning Speed: Low 
  Skills: Open, Close, Air Burst. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Open Wings 
  
     
 
      
      	  Opens the glider's wings. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Close Wings 
  
     
 
      
      	  Closes the glider's wings. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Air Burst - Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Activate the glider's magic rune, causing a gust of wind to push the glider up 20 feet. 
  30 second cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seeing the familiar glider caused a wave of memories to surface. The twenty-first to twenty-fifth floors were focused on aerial combat. Since humans couldn’t fly, they were given a magical glider. There were different grades of gliders, going all the way up to the divine grade. Most important to note was that the gliders weren’t restricted to certain floors. They could be used on any floor and even outside the tower. 
 
      
 
    Before Jason kicked off, he pulled out his communication necklace and tried contacting Roy. A few attempts later, he shook his head. He must still be on the last floor. Jason glanced down at the glider and fell into thought. It should be about time for the Skyfall guild to purchase the next map. At the thought of acquiring another vast sum of money, he grinned. He dismounted from the glider and stored it away before exiting the tower through the portal. 
 
      
 
    As he made his way to the library he’d used last time, Jason took another look at his reflection skill, proud of all the hard work he put in during the past two weeks. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Reflection - Level 8 23% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  When you are hit by an attack, deal 25 damage back to the attacker, no matter the distance. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Basically, if Jason strolled through the first few floors of the tower, the kobolds attacking him would kill themselves in just a few hits. As the skill leveled further, it would grow even more powerful. Jason imagined himself sleeping on a floor while monsters attacked him. He would wake up and find a bunch of loot surrounding him. The thought made him chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Jason began to think of certain monsters which would make the skill even more effective. Monsters that had slow but powerful blows wouldn’t mind the skill, but monsters that attacked fast would find it devastating. Not only that, but rogues and archers, builds that focused on speed, would have a hard time. 
 
      
 
    Without even realizing it, he found himself entering the library. After finding a secluded corner, he pulled out his laptop and opened Photoshop. Much like the previous floors, the forty-first floor shared a similar theme with the forty-second, forty-third, forty-fourth, and forty-fifth floors. 
 
      
 
     Most unusual, however, was that these floors didn’t focus on combat and death. It had monsters, sure, but killing them wasn’t the main objective. That meant the top-tier guilds would advance through them quite fast. Make no mistake. Even though they weren’t hard floors, they were arguably the most important floors in the entire tower. Jason couldn’t wait to get there.  
 
      
 
    The hours passed as Jason toiled away, making map after map. Three days later, he finished. After taking a quick look to make sure everything was correct, he pulled out a disposable phone and dialed a number. 
 
     
 
    “Hello. Who is this?” The familiar voice of Skyfall’s liaison, Danny, answered the phone.               
 
      
 
    “Index.” 
 
      
 
    A single word caused Danny to become solemn. “I’ll get the guild master. Please wait, Index.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” Jason closed his eyes and took a quick nap. 
 
      
 
    Not even half an hour later, Walter, the guild master of Skyfall, chuckled from the other side of the call. “Index, I thought you wouldn’t call again.” 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled. “So? How do you like my product?” 
 
      
 
    Walter erupted into laughter. “Good! Great! Amazing! We were the first guild to enter the forty-first floor, and it was all thanks to the map you provided.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good to hear.” Jason paused for a moment. “So, are you interested in buying the maps of the next five floors?” 
 
      
 
    “The next five?” Walter sucked in a breath. He couldn’t believe it.  “You really have that much information? How is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    Jason spoke slowly. “Walter, does the answer to that really matter? The only thing that matters is if you can take advantage of what I’m offering to you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. I apologize.” Walter shook his head, slightly disappointed that his curiosity would never be satisfied. Though, he never expected to be told the truth. He was just confused at which faction Jason belonged to. The thought that Jason had no backing didn’t cross his mind. In fact, Walter suspected that Jason might be someone from the tower itself. Otherwise, how could he possess so much information when Walter’s guild was the first to arrive on the forty-first floor? 
 
      
 
    “I’ll sell you these five maps,” Jason swallowed nervously,  “for 100,000 gold coins.”  
 
      
 
    “100,000 gold coins? Are you crazy?” Walter exclaimed in shock. Skyfall made around one million gold a year, and most of that went into the guild’s expenses. Purchasing equipment, repairing equipment, buying ability books, potions, mounts, territory, salaries, etc. His guild barely had any funds available for anything else. If he wanted to procure one hundred thousand gold, he’d have to sell some of the guild’s assets. 
 
      
 
    “Walter,” Jason explained calmly. “These five floors are very, very important. I’m sure your guild has already learned of the floor’s mechanics and rules, right? Building a foundation here will skyrocket your guild above the other top-tier guilds. In fact, because of these five floors, with my maps, you’ll recoup the funds in less than a year, nay, a few months.” 
 
      
 
    Walter fell silent. He closed his eyes and recalled all of the information his scouts had reported over the past week. The forty-first through forty-fifth floors were indeed important. Perhaps the most important floors encountered thus far. For the future of his guild, maybe buying the maps would be the right thing to do. But still… a hundred thousand gold? Even if he wanted to, he just didn’t have the liquid assets on hand. 
 
      
 
    Jason could tell Walter was hesitating. He considered how much money a top-tier guild made around this time and found that perhaps he was pushing things too far. He took a step back. “Walter, how about this. I’ll sell the maps for 75,000 gold, but on one condition.” 
 
      
 
    75,000 gold? That’s possible. Walter’s eyes lit up. “Say it.” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to reserve territory on the forty-fifth floor for my organization to acquire at a later date. Considering that you get first pickings, what with being the first guild there and all, this should pose no problem for you, right?” 
 
      
 
    Walter narrowed his eyes. Even he hesitated at this moment. “What buff are you thinking of?” 
 
      
 
    “XP increase. The 10% one,” Jason responded nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.” Walter sighed heavily. “I just knew you would pick that one. Fine, it’s a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start the transfer.” 
 
      
 
    Less than half an hour later, Jason inspected his bank account. 750,000,000 dollars. The equivalent of 75,000 gold. His heart nearly leapt out of his chest in excitement. With this money, he would be able to buy all the fancy clothes he wanted, a sports car, eat at the best restaurants, and most importantly, upgrade his battle physique to stage two, maybe even stage three. Maybe I can get Dad to move to a better house? 
 
      
 
    Thinking of his father, he realized he’d missed their appointment to talk the last two weeks. He pulled out his phone and prepared to dial his father. When he turned it on, he noticed he had two voicemails. He listened to the first one, and sure enough, his father was concerned for his safety. When he listened to the second one, Jason clenched his hands in disbelief. Why is this happening?! 
 
      
 
    In the second voicemail, his father told him that he was re-entering the marines. Why? Why was his father entering the military again? Before Jason had returned to the past, his father never returned to the military, even after his legs were fixed. Had Jason already changed things to this extent? Was fixing my dad’s body so soon a mistake? He questioned himself. No, I couldn’t let him live like that anymore. What was done was done. He had to face reality. 
 
      
 
    He dialed his father, and who thankfully answered. “Jason, you’re safe. Thank god.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, sorry to worry you. I was stuck in a special scenario, so I couldn’t leave the tower until I finished.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. I’m just glad you’re all right.” His dad paused for a moment. “Did you listen to my voicemails?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Jason struggled to hold back his emotions. “Dad, why are you doing this?” 
 
      
 
    His dad sighed. “There are many reasons. If I were to say one, it’s because our country needs me.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t need you specifically!” Jason spat, his anger finally showing itself. He thought he would be able to protect his father from danger in this life, but things didn’t end up going the way he wanted them to. 
 
      
 
    “I understand if you’re upset, but I’ve made my decision.” His father’s voice was firm. 
 
      
 
    For almost a minute both sides were silent. Jason had to face reality. He couldn’t run from it. That was a lesson he had learned in his youth, long ago. Sighing lightly, he asked. “Where are you being stationed?” 
 
      
 
    “South America. Brazil’s tower.” 
 
      
 
    Jason shot to his feet. “What did you say?!” 
 
      
 
    No! This shouldn’t be happening. It couldn’t! In the next several months, the war in Brazil between China and America would escalate and become known as the massacre of Brazil. It was one of the events that eventually ended up leading to world war three. His father was going to participate in that bloodbath? There was no way he would survive. 
 
      
 
    Gritting his teeth, he forced out a few words. “Where are you right now?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t stop me, Jason.” Austin was sorry for putting Jason through this, but he was loyal to his country. He had many friends that were still in the military fighting while he stood doing nothing. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Jason explained slowly. “I want to buy you a set of heritage equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” It was his father’s turn to be surprised. 
 
      
 
    Jason didn’t have the power to change his father’s decision, or protect him. But he could increase his chances of surviving that massacre. Jason continued. “You aren’t allowed to tell anybody you have it, all right? This thing will make you a target just by wearing it. Make sure you use it only when your life's on the line.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to give me such valuable equipment?” 
 
      
 
    It was finally time to flaunt his wealth. He grinned. “Not only that, I’m going to buy you a crap ton of skills. What type of skill path were you thinking of?” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you acquire so much money? I thought you only farmed the lower floors?” His father didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    Jason smirked. “Dad, you aren’t going to chastise me for going to the higher floors now that you’re joining the war, are you?” 
 
      
 
    His father chuckled. “I suppose not. What a pair we are.”  
 
     
 
    “You know what they say, like father like son.” 
 
      
 
    And so, Jason met up with his father, whereupon he spared no expense to equip his father in the best skills and equipment. His father wanted to follow the berserker path, an offensive warrior who only got stronger the lower their health was. Jason went all out in purchasing accessories for his father. Ten rings, two earrings, and one necklace could be equipped at once. He purchased five sets of them, one set for every ten levels. That way his father would be able to swap them out when he leveled up. Twenty thousand gold was gone just like that, but he didn’t care. As long as he could increase his father’s chance at surviving, he would do anything. 
 
      
 
    Besides equipment and skills, he also made sure to buy his father a communication necklace so that they could contact each other inside the tower. Even though his father would be in a different tower, it still worked. 
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    Jason was currently sitting at level 39. He considered buying jewelry, only to toss the idea aside. Accessories were important, but considering how fast he was leveling up, the jewelry he bought would become worthless in a matter of weeks. 
 
      
 
    The next thing he could spend his money on was skills. A lot of them. With the money he had, he would be able to purchase all of his core abilities, and more. The problem with doing this, was that he would be focusing on too many skills at once. They would level slowly. It was better to focus on a few select skills and get them to a high grade first. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts turned towards upgrading his battle physique. The stats and skills it gave was overwhelmingly powerful. If he got it to stage two, what would it give then? Aros was the god of battle, so it should obviously be a skill that would improve his combat potential. That was always useful. 
 
      
 
    Jason considered it, and then considered it some more. In the end, he was leaning towards upgrading his battle physique. He had fought with and against many champions over the years, and they were always powerful. Especially the champion of Alister, the god of tricks. Fighting him was so annoying. 
 
     
 
    Having decided, it was time to perform some tests. Generally, the lowest a crude grade weapon cost was around twenty copper. Basic grade, one silver. Grand grade, one gold. Rare grade, ten gold. Arcane grade, fifty gold. Heroic grade was a bit tricky. It was currently the highest grade that dropped in the tower, and thus rarely sold on the market.  
 
      
 
    Of all the weapons that the tower dropped and blacksmiths produced, swords were the most common. Spears, daggers, bows, staves, and wands were uncommon. Rare weapons were nun chucks, halberds, short spears, etc. The more common the weapon type, the cheaper it was. Since that was the case, Jason would focus on buying common and uncommon weapons. The others were a waste of gold. 
 
      
 
    He strolled into a random shop in the market district of the Vistar Kingdom's capital and purchased swords of every grade, up to arcane. Then he left the shop and entered a nearby alleyway. After making sure there was nobody around, he pulled out the swords he’d bought and began extracting their battle energy. 
 
      
 
    The results were unsatisfying, to say the least. Crude grade gave 0.01 battle energy, Basic gave 0.1, Grand gave 1, Rare gave 10, and Arcane gave 100. After some quick calculations, Jason determined that he would need to spend around fifty thousand gold to upgrade his battle physique to stage two. He had spent twenty thousand gold on his father, leaving him with fifty-five thousand gold. If he upgraded his battle physique, he would once again be poor. Jason forced a smile. Just when I think I’m rich, I’m not. 
 
      
 
    Jason thought about the positive side. As long as he had money, he would be able to continuously upgrade his battle physique. How many could boast about such a shortcut? 
 
      
 
    The thought of his next action left him on the verge of tears. Sighing heavily, he made his way to every shop in the city, purchasing thousands upon thousands of weapons. It was so much that his inventory ring ran out of room, so he had to purchase an arcane grade inventory ring. It was able to store the weapons with plenty of room to spare. 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Jason began the long process of extracting battle energy. It was boring. Really boring. I wish I was able to extract everything within the ring at once. 
 
      
 
    Just as he thought that, a notification appeared, causing him to grin widely. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to extract the battle energy of all the weapons inside your arcane grade ring? 
    
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With this, he would be able to save several hours of time. As soon as he pushed yes, something unexpected happened. The ring on his finger emitted cracking sounds as it began to tremble. Jason widened his eyes in surprise. Is it going to break? This cost me one thousand gold! 
 
      
 
    Before his very eyes, a massive wave of grey energy exploded out of the ring. It was so powerful that the cobblestone road at his feet was vaporized into powder. To Jason’s relief, the grey energy didn’t harm him in the slightest. He watched, helpless, as the ocean of energy tunneled into his body through his pores, eyes, ears, mouth, and nose. 
 
      
 
    Jason couldn’t help but cry out. Every inch of his body screamed. He was like an inflated balloon that was on the verge of popping. Never before had he felt such levels of pain. Not even when Baal’s black hellfire burned him from the inside out did he scream in pain. 
 
      
 
    Unbeknownst to Jason, his body was being changed on a fundamental level. His body was evolving, becoming a higher life form. Each cell, every atom, was being filled with grey energy. Battle energy. His body hungered for it. Craved it. Each cell cried out in delight. Jason alternated between pain and pleasure. If his will hadn’t been hardened through constant years of battle, he would have fallen unconscious. 
 
      
 
    Almost as soon as it started, it was over. His body continued to hunger, but there was no more energy. Jason collapsed to the ground, gasping heavily. His clothes were drenched in sweat and blood. Damn Tower! You could have warned me it would be like this. 
 
      
 
    After what seemed like hours, he recovered from his shock. He leaned against the wall of a nearby building and opened his character screen. As he read through his information, he broke into a grin. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  Battle Physique Stage 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  +75 Strength, +75 agility, +50 Vitality, +50 Endurance, +15 Tenacity, +15 Fortitude. 
  Gain 500 Battle Energy. 
  Gain the 'Chop', 'Cleave', and 'Sever', 'Burst’, and '???' skills. 
    
  *Regenerate 5 Battle Energy a second up to a maximum of 500. 
  *A Battle Physique can be upgraded to the next stage by absorbing battle energy from weapons and completing the stated objectives. 
    
  Battle Energy required to reach Stage 3: 0/1,000,000. 
  Solo a field boss within 5 levels: 0/1. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The stats given by a battle physique continued to amaze him. In total, he gained two hundred and eighty stats, which was equivalent to fifty-six levels. Continuing on, he was delighted to find that he could now use five hundred battle energy. In addition, he gained two new skills, although the questions marks confused him. 
 
      
 
    He opened his skills list and read the information for Burst first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Burst 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 10 Battle Energy to speed up an action by (25% Speed x Battle Physique Stage). 
    
  *Can be used in conjunction with any action or ability. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     
 
    Jason gasped. This skill was absurdly powerful. At first glance it didn’t seem useful, but during battle, whoever could move the fastest generally won. With this skill, he would be able to run faster, attack faster, and block faster. The only unfortunate thing was that the new skill didn’t have stages. 
 
      
 
    Just this skill alone was worth spending all that money. I wonder what the next skill is? Jason was filled with anticipation as he inspected the triple question mark skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ??? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aros is a master of battle. He has mastered all weapons, all techniques, and all styles. As his champion, he will help you create a personal skill based on your combat style.

Begin Process? 
    
  Yes / No 
    
  *Warning: This process will consume your body's latent potential. Stats may be permanently lowered. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What?” Jason exclaimed in delight. The description of the skill was boasting about Aros a bit, but what was most important was that this was a personal skill. A personal skill! He couldn’t believe it. Before he’d returned to the past, many other ascenders had been able to acquire a skill suited just for them. It was based on your personality, your fears, or anything else. This personal skill was based on his combat style. It meant he would be getting a personal tank skill. 
 
      
 
    He basically didn’t even care about the warning, the thought of acquiring his own skill was too exciting. He pushed yes without hesitation. Jason watched as motes of white light exited his body. He felt like he lost something, but he wasn’t sure what. 
 
      
 
    As he stood there, dazed, the motes of light gathered together. Squinting his eyes, he could just barely make out an archaic symbol. It was like a Chinese character, except thousands of times more complex. Moments later, the symbol shot into his body, disappearing within. A notification informing him of the results appeared. 
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  You have lost 25 strength, agility, endurance, and vitality. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ouch. That definitely hurt. The skill better be worth it. Jason glanced at the other notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shield Blast 
  
     
 
      
      	  When you block with your shield, you will absorb (10% x Battle Physique Stage) of the damage for later use. Stacks up to (10 x Strength Stat). 
    
  Consume 50 Battle Energy to release the stored damage, damaging each enemy for the stored amount in a wide arc in front of you. Each stage of the Battle Physique increases the reach of the skill by 10 feet. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Amazing!” Jason exclaimed aloud. The skill was everything he could ask for and more. First, it was a scaling ability. Second, it absorbed a portion of all damage he blocked, effectively increasing his health. Third, it was a ranged ability, one which tanks sorely lacked. With his current strength, he could absorb six hundred and fifty damage. 
 
      
 
    Jason faced the sky and shouted. “Thanks, Aros!” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, kid.” Aros’s voice rang in his mind. 
 
      
 
    Jason was startled. He didn’t expect Aros to respond. How often does he spy on me? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Jason tried contacting Roy. Only after trying several times did he give up. He couldn’t be dead right? He shook his head. Roy would be all right, as long as he didn’t pick a crazy strong monster. The tower was dangerous, but the more dangerous it was, the more rewards it gave out. If he picked a phoenix, then the difficulty would skyrocket. Imagine gaining the ability of a legendary creature. 
 
      
 
    Jason wanted to ascend the tower, but not alone. He didn’t want to leave Roy behind. Even so, he felt a heavy weight pressing down on him, leaving him anxious. If he was stronger, he could have prevented his father from entering the military. He didn’t know when his father would officially transfer to Brazil. Once he did, he might die at any moment. Only when thinking about the equipment and skills Jason bought his father did he relax slightly. 
 
      
 
    If he couldn’t ascend the tower, then he might as well grind his skills while he waited for Roy. Thanks to his battle physique reaching stage two, he gained access to a much larger pool of battle energy. He would be able to level chop, cleave, and sever much faster now. In addition, they all dealt significantly more damage because the damage was based on his battle physique stage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chop - Stage 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 20 Battle Energy to deal (150% Damage x Battle Physique Stage) to a target. Pierces 10% of target’s defense. 
    
  Kill 100,000 monsters with this skill to reach Stage 3: 122/100,000. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Chop was the skill he’d worked on the most. He had upgraded it to stage two just before he became a golem. When Jason first saw the additional description of the skill, his eyes narrowed and then widened in surprise. The skill gained a piercing effect. This effect was the bane of tanks like Jason. No matter how high Jason’s defense was, skills with the piercing effect would just ignore it. To the relief of tanks, such an effect was incredibly rare. 
 
      
 
    Seeing how strong Chop became after being upgraded made Jason want to see what the other two skills gave when they were upgraded. What would sever gain? What would cleave gain? He couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
      
 
    Hunting on floors eleven to fifteen was a pain, so he made his way back to the slimes on the tenth floor. Now that Jason was a much higher level than the monsters he was fighting, he didn’t gain any experience. That didn’t count for abilities. As long as an ability was used in combat, it would gain experience. As Jason waited for Roy to contact him, he got into the rhythm of grinding slimes. 
 
      
 
    Around two weeks later, Roy stepped through a portal, appearing on the sixteenth floor. The first thing he felt was the wind brushing against his skin. That’s right. His skin. No longer did he have hard scales covering his body. He was back to being a human, baby. He raised his hands to the sky and shouted. “Woohoo!” 
 
      
 
    He had been a dragon for so long that his body felt unfamiliar, though the feeling passed after he performed a few stretches. A screen appeared before him, informing him of the glider. When Roy realized he would be flying through the skies on a glider, he jumped in excitement. Finally, no more killing. Jeez, I thought being a dragon would be fun, considering they’re apex predators, but man, I was wrong. All they do is kill, kill, kill! I’m ready to take it easy and relax. 
 
      
 
    Just as Roy was about to jump off the pillar and fly on his glider, a familiar voice sounded from behind him. “So you made it out alive, huh. Boy were you slow. I’ve been waiting for over a week.” 
 
      
 
    Roy, startled, turned and found Olivia sitting on the pillar, her legs dangling off the edge. His eyes brightened. “Hey, it’s you! Uh, what was your name again? I don’t think you told me.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia turned her head to face Roy. “Olivia.” 
 
      
 
    “Olivia, huh? So, did you finally decide to join my guild?” Roy detached himself from his glider, stored it away, then walked over to Olivia. 
 
      
 
    Olivia squinted. “Where’s Jason?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Jason. I don’t know.” Roy pulled out his communications necklace. “Let me contact him.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Olivia hastily called out. 
 
      
 
    Roy titled his head. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia stood up with a solemn expression. “I have a few questions to ask you.” 
 
      
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia briefly inspected Roy before asking. “Jason, he… how well do you know him?” 
 
      
 
    Roy grinned. “I met him over two months ago. I can’t say I know him well, but I do know he’s a sincere, genuine guy. He’s been training me since we met. He can be a bit boring and unfun, but he’s a good guy, I think.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia felt the final bit of caution she had melt away. Perhaps due to her upbringing, she was cautious by nature. Only after investigating Roy and Jason did she finally want to join their guild. Her questioning Roy now was just a final precaution. Perhaps I’m overdoing it. 
 
      
 
    “I have a question for you.” Roy paused. “I can tell that the reason why you’re joining the guild is because you want to enter the three realms. I want to ask this: Why do you want to learn it so badly?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia clenched her hands, hesitating. She could tell that Roy was just curious. Nothing more. Maybe that was why she wanted to tell him her goal. Or maybe she just wanted to tell someone what she had been pursuing all this time. Her eyes dimmed as she answered. “As you know, I’m a natural-born. My father, well, he was very strict. As soon as I turned five, I entered hell. He would sever my limbs so I could build up tolerance to pain, among other things. As I grew older and became more intelligent, I thought he was doing this in order to train me. To make me grow strong, like him.” 
 
      
 
    Roy was stunned into silence. Her father tortured her? How cruel.  
 
      
 
    Olivia sneered. “I was wrong. He was merely experimenting, trying to gain a better understanding of the tower’s rules. He didn’t care about trying to make me stronger, that was just a side effect.” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s chest clenched. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s eyes brightened. “My father is stuck in the second realm. For years he’s been unable to take that final step and reach the foresight realm.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia paused, a smile tugging on her lips. “I want to reach it before him. I want him to see that I, his daughter, surpassed him. I want to see the look on his face when I tell him. Will he regret treating me like a tool? Will his pride tear him apart? I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    As Olivia faced the sky, fantasizing, Roy sighed. He pitied her. How could her parents be so different from his? His parents had tried their best to prevent him from entering the tower. To have a life of combat. He never would have thought there were such evil parents out there. 
 
     
 
    “So.” Olivia broke Roy away from his thoughts. “Can I join the guild?” 
 
      
 
    Roy extended his hand. “Of course. I’m honored to have such a strong ascender like you join.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shook Roy’s hand, growing curious about the boy before her. He was a natural-born like her. Who were his parents? How was he raised? She shook her head. Perhaps this was her training getting the better of her. Maybe she wasn’t genuinely curious about him. It was just the lack of information about Roy that made him interesting. It was like an itch she couldn’t scratch. Just who was he? 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Roy grabbed the communication necklace. “I’ll tell Jason the good news.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    On the tenth floor, in a sparse forest, Jason sat on the ground eating a ham sandwich. Over the past two weeks, his hair had grown down to his shoulders. He figured it was about time to cut it. As he munched on his food, he glanced up at the elite slimes attacking him. Countless spells rained down on his body while slime after slime bashed into him. One slime in particular, an elite red slime, let out a yelp as it dispersed into motes of light. Heh. It was funny.  
 
      
 
    Here he was, eating lunch and minding his own business, yet these slimes just couldn’t get enough of him. Of course, he was the one who aggroed every slime in the forest before sitting down to eat. The reason was simple. Earth Armor, Reflection, and Troll Regeneration. These skills could only be leveled up by being attacked.  
 
      
 
    Jason smirked when another slime died to reflection. He really would be able to fall asleep and kill monsters. But not yet. Earth Armor was hard to level at its current grade, and Troll Regeneration couldn’t keep up with the damage he took, at least not until it leveled up. 
 
      
 
    As he ate, he would occasionally let out a fearsome shout, followed by a roar. The shout activated Warcry, and the roar activated taunt. It wasn’t the type of roar or shout that mattered, but his intent. As long as he yelled, it was enough. Intent was what dictated what skill activated. 
 
      
 
    Jason finished eating his banana, downed a bottle of water, and then stood up. He inspected the information of the four skills he’d bought two weeks ago for a hefty sum. He was left with a pitiful ten thousand gold. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Taunt - Level 3 59% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 10 stamina to force a target to attack you for 15 seconds. Reduced effect on humans. 
    
  55 second cooldown. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Troll Regeneration - Level 8 68% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  Passive. +2 Health Regeneration a second. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Block - Level 5 22% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  Passive. If an attack or spell is blocked by your shield, negate 20% of the damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Freedom- Level 2 22% - Beginner 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 25 stamina to become immune to all crowd control effects for 2 seconds. 
  2 minute 56 second cooldown.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Each of these skills was what Jason considered to be his core abilities. Taunt was for tanking purposes, while the other three were for survival. After purchasing them, he had spent the last two weeks leveling them up.  
 
      
 
    Jason picked up his sword, a drop from a goblin on the fifth floor, and casually activated cleave. A beam of energy shot out from the sword, spreading out in every direction. Several slimes where chopped in half, dying on the spot. Unsatisfied, Jason sent out two more cleaves, killing the rest of the slimes. In only three attacks he killed over a hundred elite slimes. He spared a glance at the loot before ignoring it. It wasn’t worth picking up. 
 
      
 
    Jason pushed his hair out of his eyes with a frown. It was time for a haircut. He teleported to the Vistar Kingdom and entered a barber shop. It was possible to cut his hair himself, but Jason was one who kept appearances. He had used this shop for decades. It was run by a resident of the Vistar Kingdom, an elderly man with a nicely trimmed beard. The barber glanced at Jason when he entered. “Just a moment, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Jason watched, mesmerized, as the barber cut away at a man’s hair. It was clearly a resident of the tower, a noble by the way he dressed. But that wasn’t important. What was important was that the barber’s hands were a blur. His agility was high, much higher than a regular resident had. In only a matter of seconds, he finished cutting the noble’s hair. “There you are.” 
 
      
 
    The noble inspected himself in the mirror before giving a slight nod. He paid the barber and exited the shop, only sparing Jason a passing glance. A few minutes later, it was Jason’s turn. “I like it wild. Keep the length around my ears.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, sir.” The barber began to snip away, finishing less than thirty seconds later. 
 
      
 
    Jason barely had any time to get comfortable in the chair before he had to stand up. He paid the barber a gold coin, shocking the man. Jason just gave him a pat on the shoulder. “I’ll be back again.” 
 
      
 
    The barber bowed slightly, not deferentially, just respectfully. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Jason was about to exit the shop, he overheard a conversation going on between two noblemen waiting in line. “I heard that the royal army found a strange artifact when they were out conquering a nearby dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really?” His companion twirled his mustache. “What does it look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s the thing. It’s just a grey oval rock.” 
 
      
 
    The nobleman with the mustache was baffled. “Who was the one who dared to call it an artifact? What a fool!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not finished.” The other nobleman grinned. “The rock was dropped by the dungeon’s boss, so it can’t be ordinary. It also doesn’t seem to take any damage. It’s stronger than the toughest metal.” 
 
      
 
    The nobleman with the mustache paused. “Really now? And what information does the strange rock give when inspected?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all.”  
 
      
 
    The barber turned towards the nobleman with the mustache. “You’re next, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The conversation was cut short, leaving Jason standing there thoughtfully. The description of the rock was not unfamiliar to him. Indestructible and with no screen? Jason knew of such items, though not one in the shape of a rock. If this rock really was one of those legendary items, he definitely needed to check it out. He asked the nobleman who brought up the subject. “Sir, where is that rock right now?” 
 
      
 
    The nobleman loved to gossip about events, so he happily informed Jason. “I heard the royal army couldn’t do anything with it, so they ended up selling it to the merchant guild.” 
 
     
 
    “Got it, thanks.” Jason headed towards the merchant guild, his heart thumping in excitement. The merchant guild was run by the Vistar Kingdom, and as such was owned by residents of the tower. The royal army boasted the best soldiers the Vistar Kingdom had to offer, and they trained inside dungeons. It wasn’t unusual for them to sell rare items and the occasional heritage set. 
 
      
 
    The merchant guild owned a massive plot of land in the center of the market district. There, they built a luxurious building where they sold all their items. Jason entered, finding himself surrounded by glittering jewelry and equipment. The place was packed with ascenders and nobles. Only they had money to spend. 
 
      
 
    Just as he was about to ask for the location of the artifact, he found it. It sat on a table in the middle of the building, just resting there. Sure enough, it looked like an oval grey rock. Nothing special at all.  
 
      
 
    Jason forced down his excitement, putting on a bored expression. He casually made his way around the shop, glancing here and there. As if by accident, he stopped in front of the artifact. It was almost as large as him. With a curious glint in his eye, he asked a nearby employee, “Why is this rock in the reputed merchant guild?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir.” The female employee bowed slightly as she began her explanation. “This rock is very mysterious. It takes no damage. Not even Commander Svan of the royal army could damage it.” 
 
      
 
    “Commander Svan?” Jason’s eyes narrowed, recalling the man. As things stood, the royal army was much stronger than even top-tier guilds at the moment. Commander Svan even more so. If even he couldn’t damage it, then nobody could. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting.” Jason rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He rubbed the surface of the rock. Surprisingly, it was warm to the touch. 
 
      
 
    “Is sir interested in purchasing the strange artifact?” The employee smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. How much?” Jason glanced at her. 
 
      
 
    “Five thousand gold.” Her smile faltered as she said the price. Even she knew that no one would buy this useless rock for so much. She really wondered what management was doing by putting it in the center of the shop. 
 
      
 
    “Five thousand? Are you serious?” Jason’s eyes widened in shock and horror. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, that’s the price, sir.” The employee expected Jason’s reaction. She had experienced it many times today. 
 
      
 
    Jason rubbed his chin. “Hmm. I think my grandfather would love this rock. He’s a collector, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “W-what did you just say?” The employee was in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    Jason pointed. “This rock. I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
    The employee stepped forward and whispered. “Sir, you know this is just a rock, right? Don’t waste your money.” 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyebrow twitched. Here he was, trying to sincerely spend a load of money, yet the lady before him was warning him that he was wasting his gold. Jason transferred five thousand gold to a spare crude grade inventory ring and passed it over to the employee. Stunned, she inspected the ring and found five thousand gold inside. She sighed to herself. These nobles really have too much money on their hands. With this much money, my family could live carefree for a hundred years. 
 
      
 
    Jason placed his palm on the artifact and stored it away in his inventory. By habit, the employee bowed. “Thank you for your patronage, sir.” 
 
      
 
    A cacophony of noise broke out among the nobles when they saw Jason spent five thousand gold on a rock. “He’s certainly rich.” 
 
      
 
    “Which family is he from?” a young noblewoman asked, her eyes scouring Jason’s body. 
 
      
 
    “I think he’s one of those ascenders,” her friend replied. 
 
      
 
    Jason couldn’t help but raise his chin as he strode out of the shop. As he passed by the noblewomen, he sported a smile. He really loved being the focus of attention.  
 
      
 
    Not long after, Jason found a secluded area on the fifteenth floor. He took out the artifact and placed it on the ground. I hope I’m right. If this really is a blood oath item, then I hit the jackpot! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    After making sure that no one was watching him, he pulled out a dagger and cut his palm. His heart beat in anticipation as he wiped his hand across the rock, leaving a trail of blood. A connection formed between them. He could feel that something inside the rock was pulsing. Each pulse was in tune with his heartbeat. The pulse grew stronger with each beat. His tension grew with every heartbeat until a screen appeared in front of Jason. 
 
      
 
     
 
    
    
      
      	  You have initiated a blood oath. To awaken the being inside, you must supply it with your lifeforce. 
    
  Accept / Decline 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Lifeforce? Jason squinted. Lifeforce was a tricky thing. It was related to your stats, levels, personality, likes, dislikes, and temperament. This was something he’d learned from others who awakened lifeforce items. Typically, a blood oath was awakening a piece of equipment. By supplying lifeforce to special items, they could level up and grow stronger along with the ascender. Jason really hoped he would get a shield.  
 
      
 
    As soon as he accepted, motes of light exited his body and poured into the rock. Jason took a close look at the light. It was different than battle energy. More peaceful. When the stream of light ended, he felt a tremendous weakness overcome him. When he inspected his stats, he found that he lost five levels and ten stats to everything. A harsh price. 
 
      
 
    There was a soft crack. Jason glanced up and found that the rock was being attacked from the inside. Something was trying to break out. Taking a step back, Jason prayed. Please be a shield. Please be a shield. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the rock finally shattered into pieces, revealing what was inside. When Jason glanced at his feet, his expression grew ugly. There, a small creature looked up at him with wide eyes. It let out a soft cry. 
 
      
 
    Jason bent down and picked up the creature. As he held it in front of his face, it gave him a lick. The price was so high and yet he was left with this weak-looking creature? Jason thought he would be getting a weapon or some type of armor. That was what the other ascenders got. So why? Why did he get a turtle? 
 
      
 
    The turtle was no larger than his hand. Its shell was round and mixed with patterns. Most noticeable was its large curious eyes taking in the world around it. As Jason stood there, stuck in his thoughts, it glanced at him and cried softly. Strangely, Jason was able to feel what it wanted. 
 
      
 
    “You want to sit on top of my head?” Jason asked, finding the situation queer. In a matter of minutes, he had helped create a life. Not a shield, but a small turtle. He felt a bond with it that he had never felt before. Like he was looking at himself. 
 
      
 
    The turtle bobbed its head up and down as a feeling of anticipation rose from within Jason. Jason’s eyebrow twitched. “All right, but don’t use the bathroom up there.” 
 
      
 
    He placed the turtle on his head, where it clasped its little claws around his hair, grabbing tightly. A feeling of happiness and curiosity came from the turtle. It helped lift Jason’s mood, though he was still bitter about the whole situation. He had really been hoping for a shield. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Roy’s voice rang in his mind. “Heeeeeeeey, are you there?” 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes lit up. “Finally out? I’ve been waiting forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you ascend without me?” Roy asked, a tinge of anxiety in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, I grinded on the lower floors.”  
 
      
 
    Roy let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. So, do you want to take a break, or shall we begin ascending?” Jason asked as he rubbed the head of the turtle. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a bit tired, but I REALLY want to try out this glider thing.” Roy paused. “Oh, right. Olivia is here. She joined the guild! Isn’t that great?” 
 
      
 
    Jason frowned. He really wants to do this guild thing, huh? Jason had planned on waiting until he had more strength before creating a guild. It seemed like Roy had his own plans. He sighed lightly. “As long as you take responsibility for the guild, then go for it.” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s chest clenched. “Are you not interested in the guild?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll join, okay?” Jason performed a few gymnastic maneuvers, testing to see if the turtle would fall off. Thankfully, it had a firm grasp on his hair. 
 
      
 
    Roy’s heart relaxed. He gave a thumbs up to Olivia as he responded. “Okay, hurry and come to the twenty-first floor. I’m going to try this glider thing out.” 
 
      
 
    Jason began to make his way up the tower as he reminded. “Don’t worry about falling off. Falling in the water will hurt a bit, but you’ll stay alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Roy cut the connection and spoke to Olivia. “He’s on his way.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” Olivia adjusted her black leather equipment. Without hesitation, she jumped off the pillar before even attaching her feet to her glider. Roy watched, wide-eyed, as she somersaulted through the air and attached herself to her glider in one swift motion. 
 
      
 
    “Yahoo!” Roy followed suit. Just as he jumped off, a wave of wind pushed him thirty feet into the air. As he spun around, he summoned his glider and locked his feet into place. He activated the Open Wings skill, causing the glider to open up with a snap. 
 
      
 
    During the parkour related floors, Roy had become incredibly proficient in controlling his body under different circumstances. In only a minute he mastered how to manipulate the glider in different directions. By leaning forward, he would dip down, and by leaning back, the glider faced up. If he lifted his right leg, he would turn left, and doing the opposite would turn him right. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a gust of wind pushed Roy in a direction he didn’t want to go. He spun around wildly, but quickly adjusted himself, once more gaining control. I have to pay attention to the wind and go with it, not against it. His acute senses easily figured out the trick of the floor. 
 
      
 
    A sharp cry came from above. Roy glanced up and found a bird diving towards him, its claws outstretched. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dire Eagle - Level 40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 1,300/1,300 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Roy pulled out his sword, a grin tugging his lips. His pupils shrunk to the size of a needle as he continued his course, waiting for the dire eagle to get closer. Just as the dire eagle’s claws were about to tear into his eyes, he bent his knees. 
 
      
 
    He swiftly leaned back and lifted his right foot. In just a split second, he was on the dire eagle’s tail. As he was about to give chase, a shadow dropped from above. Olivia dove down with incredible speed, piercing her twin daggers into the dire eagle’s skull. With a twist of her wrists, the daggers dug even deeper. 
 
      
 
    Olivia leaned back, distancing herself from the dire eagle. Strangely, the dire eagle was motionless as it fell through the sky. Olivia shouted at Roy. “I used gouge, a skill that incapacitates a target for four seconds. Finish it before it wakes up!” 
 
      
 
    Roy was initially stunned and upset that Olivia was stealing his prey, but he quickly realized she was just lending a hand. Roy realized he had gotten too used to fighting alone. He had forgotten that Olivia was now a teammate. Teammates helping each other was a given. Giving a smile in thanks, he dove down and chased after the dire eagle. Incapacitate was different than a stun. As soon as a target that was incapacitated was damaged, the effect would be removed. A stun stayed until its duration was finished. 
 
      
 
    Roy caught up just as the dire eagle woke up. He slashed out with his sword, slicing across its neck. Due to not using a severing skill, the head was left intact. Still, the dire eagle was barely alive. It tried to run away, but Roy didn’t let it off. Another attack finished it off.  
 
      
 
    Roy caught the loot in his hands, some coins and a sharp claw. After storing it away, he used the Air Burst skill, pushing him back up to Olivia’s level. They glided alongside each other. Olivia pointed towards a pillar in the distance, where multiple dire eagles flew in circles around it. Roy nodded. “Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    A short while later, Jason contacted Roy. “I’m here. Where you guys at?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, I can’t really tell which way’s which. Let me ask Olivia.” There was a brief pause before Roy continued. “She said she knows the way. Just stay put and we’ll meet you at the portal.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok.” Jason closed the connection and waited.  
 
      
 
    It was strange. In his heart and mind, there was this ever-present connection between him and the turtle on his head. He could sense its curiosity towards the gliders and monsters in the distance. It was like a newborn child, made from his lifeforce. Does that make it my kid? Jason paled at the thought. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Roy and Olivia landed next to Jason and dismounted their gliders. The first thing Roy noticed was the turtle on Jason’s head. He walked up with a strange expression. “I would say it's nice to see you after almost a month, but… what’s with the turtle?” 
 
      
 
    Jason coughed. “It’s my pet.” 
 
      
 
    A wave of dissatisfaction came from the turtle. It clearly didn’t like the term. Jason quickly corrected himself. “I meant companion.” 
 
      
 
    The turtle bobbed its head, satisfied. Roy’s mouth hung open when he witnessed this. “It can understand us?” 
 
     
 
    “I think so.” Jason gave a slight nod. 
 
      
 
    Olivia strode up to Jason, her face nearing his. She and the turtle stared at each other. As they did, Jason couldn’t help but take another look at her. She had long black hair, a small nose, brown eyes, and was of Asian descent, though Jason didn’t know from which country. She was quite attractive. Jason reminded himself to not get any ideas. She was just a teenager. 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” She parted her lips. “It smiled at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Roy called out. “What’s its name?” 
 
      
 
    Jason scratched his cheek. “I don’t know, or rather, I haven’t named it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “How about Michelangelo?” Roy suggested with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Jason shook his head. “Definitely not.” 
 
      
 
    “Leonardo?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you just picking names from the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles TV show?” Jason sighed. “I’m not picking a name from a kid’s show.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good show,” Roy mumbled to himself. 
 
      
 
    Olivia rubbed the turtle’s head. “Why not pick a name based on its abilities?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! That works.” Roy agreed from the side. He turned to Jason. “What abilities does it have?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh.” Jason smiled bitterly. He had been so upset about acquiring a turtle instead of a shield that he hadn’t checked his companion’s abilities and stats. Raising his hands, he picked up the turtle and held it in front of his face. As he inspected it, a screen appeared which only he could see. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: ??? 
  
      	  Race: Battle Turtle 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 1 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 170/170 
  
      	  Health Regeneration: .68/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 110/110 
  
      	  Stamina Regeneration: .44/s 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana: 50/50 
  
      	  Mana Regeneration: .2/s 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 4 
  
      	  Vitality: 34 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility: 4 
  
      	  Endurance: 22 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 15 
  
      	  Intelligence: 10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tenacity: 18 
  
      	  Fortitude: 28 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  *??? gains abilities as she levels up. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Crowd Control Reduction 
  
     
 
      
      	  Passive. Reduces the duration of all crowd control effects by 25%. 
    
  *Skill increases in power based on ???'s level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bulwark 
  
     
 
      
      	  Consume 30 Mana to shield a target for 30 seconds within 30 feet. The shield absorbs up to 500 damage. 
    
  1-minute cooldown. 
    
  *Skill increases in power based on ???'s level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Jason raised his eyebrows in surprise. He didn’t expect such powerful abilities from a level 1 turtle. What really drew Jason’s attention was the Bulwark skill. If it was used on himself, it would increase his survivability by a ton. From this, he could get a glimpse at how useful the turtle would be as it increased in level. Though based on its strength and agility, he could tell that it wouldn’t be playing an offensive role in fights. 
 
      
 
    The bitterness of acquiring the turtle over a shield was gone. He smiled at his companion. “You’re a girl, right? How about I name you Tank?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely not!” Roy exclaimed. “That isn’t a girl’s name!” 
 
      
 
    Much to Roy’s dismay, the turtle bobbed its head up and down. Jason laughed. “All right. From now on, your name is Tank.” 
 
      
 
    He returned Tank to the top of his head. At his side, Roy sighed heavily. “Well, I guess that’s that.” 
 
      
 
    Jason reminded Tank. “Hold on tight up there. These next few floors are in the sky.” 
 
      
 
    As Jason attached himself to his glider and flew off, he felt Tank’s anxiety. After a few minutes, though, Tank regained her confidence. 
 
      
 
    Roy caught up to Jason. “Hey, Jason. What’s the plan on these floors? Are we gonna try and upgrade our gliders?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah.” Jason shook his head. “We’re going to rush straight through. Higher grade gliders are important, true, but they can be bought with money. We shouldn’t waste our time here.” 
 
      
 
    Roy shrugged. “Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia called out from Jason’s right. “When can we begin my training?” 
 
      
 
    As Jason looked back and forth between Roy and Olivia, he suddenly got a headache. What was he now, a babysitter? 
 
      
 
    While Jason, Roy, and Olivia rushed through the next few floors, the United States Military started to move. In response to China conscripting five million citizens, the U.S. sent out a request to all veterans to rejoin the military. Jason’s father, Austin, was one of those who answered the call. 
 
      
 
    Because the towers didn’t allow conventional weapons inside, the military needed to be trained in an entirely different manner. Before Austin was sent over to Brazil, he underwent a series of newly made training courses. He learned how to fight with a two-handed sword, use his skills, and how to utilize potions, among many other things. In addition, he took multiple classes that informed him of the tower’s floors, rules, monsters, and terrain. There were many things that needed to be done before he and his fellow soldiers were sent to Brazil. 
 
      
 
    In China, however, they didn’t have such thorough training. There were simply too many soldiers that China needed to train. Instead, they adopted a quantity over quality tactic. They would swarm Brazil’s tower with millions of soldiers. That was all that needed to be done. To them, with an over one billion population, it was just a numbers game. 
 
      
 
    The United States was known around the world as the most powerful military, but that didn’t matter in the tower. They couldn’t use their superior weapons and aircraft there. In China’s mind, it was only a matter of time before Brazil’s tower was in their hands. 
 
      
 
    After a week of intense training and leveling, Austin and many others entered the tower in America. As soon as they entered, they pulled out a scroll and teleported to the thirtieth floor. There, they met up with high-level military personal and traveled to the Rayd Kingdom by carriage. Once inside the capital of the Rayd Kingdom, they waited.  
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, tens of thousands of soldiers entered the capital of the Rayd Kingdom. Once every one arrived, they gathered in front of the portal leading to the previous floor. Because none of them had passed through previous floors but skipped right to the thirtieth floor, they would be teleported back to the first floor. Since they were going through the portal in the Rayd Kingdom instead of the Vistar Kingdom’s portal, they would appear on the first floor of Brazil’s tower. Once they did so, a fierce and bloody battle would begin between China and America. 
 
      
 
    Austin stood among a throng of soldiers equipped in powerful low-level gear. It was the best the military could buy. Still, Austin rubbed the inventory ring on his pinky finger. Inside was the heritage equipment and high-level potions his son, Jason, had purchased for him. It was his secret weapon, and what allowed him to calm his nerves. 
 
      
 
    Austin stood somewhere in the middle of the thousands of soldiers. He knew that the people in front would most likely die within seconds. They knew this, and yet they still stood their ground, prepared to enter the portal at any moment. Austin admired their bravery. With their sacrifice, the people further in the back, like Austin, would be able to gain ground on the first floor. 
 
      
 
    It was almost certain the Chinese were waiting for them on the other side. They were outnumbered 100:1, yet none of them showed any fear. Well, most didn’t. Austin watched as a high-level ascender and military officer stood up in front and gave a speech, trying to raise morale. 
 
      
 
    Austin tuned out the speech, one he had heard many times before, and instead used the communication necklace to call his son. After a few seconds, Jason answered. “Dad? What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Austin’s voice was solemn. “I’m about to charge through the portal in the capital of the Rayd Kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” For a moment there was silence.  
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to say, I love you.” Austin clenched his hands as he held back the tears in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I love you too Dad.” Jason paused for a second. “And Dad?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Give ‘em hell.”  
 
      
 
    Austin smiled, a cold glint passing through his eyes. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Austin felt his strength increase as the soldiers with support skills cast their buffs over the army. That was a signal. He pulled out a piece of food from his inventory and stuffed it down his throat. His stats increased further. Austin watched as the soldiers in front pulled out massive shields and charged forward, entering the portal. An entire army was waiting for them on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Go, go, go!” A commanding officer shouted from the side. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers charged through the portal one after the other, and soon, it was Austin’s turn.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “These zombies really stink.” Roy plugged his nose while attacking the undead monster in front of him. The zombie cared not for Roy’s attack. It charged forward, ignoring the long gash across its neck. Roy jumped to the side, just barely dodging the zombie’s lunge. Realizing that the zombie didn’t fear his attacks, Roy adapted his fighting style. He would poke and slash while keeping his distance. Slowly but surely, the zombie’s health was whittled down to zero. 
 
      
 
    At his side, Olivia finished killing a group of zombies. Unlike Roy, she had no restriction on her skills, so she was able to kill them much faster than Roy. Roy learned that Olivia specialized in lightning-quick attacks and had a wide range of single target crowd control skills. She was incredibly powerful when fighting one-on-one. 
 
      
 
    Roy glanced into the distance. There, Jason was fighting against a group of undead. Skeletons, zombies, and ghouls were among their numbers. Olivia followed Roy’s line of sight and frowned. “Is he normally like this? I haven’t known him for long, so I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Roy’s eyebrows pressed together. “He seems anxious. When I asked earlier, he didn’t explain.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shrugged. “He’ll get over it. No point in forcing the issue.” 
 
      
 
    Roy glanced at Olivia, disagreeing inwardly. If someone needed help, it was best to lend a hand, not leave them alone. After spending a little over a week with Olivia, Roy had learned that she was somewhat callous. 
 
      
 
    The shouting from a nearby ascender group drew Roy’s attention. With his superhuman hearing, he was able to make out what they were saying even though they were a hundred feet away. “We just received news that a monster horde is gathering together in the boneyard.” 
 
      
 
    “A monster horde, here? Should we go?” 
 
      
 
    “Monster hordes are dangerous. We should avoid it.” 
 
      
 
    “I say we go. Monster hordes give increased loot and XP. We might be able to gain a few levels in a single day.” 
 
      
 
    The members turned towards their leader, a brown-haired woman. She nodded slightly. “We’re going.” 
 
      
 
    The group of ascenders started running east, to what Roy assumed was the direction of the boneyard. He turned to Olivia. “Did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes. “I’ve never fought against a monster horde before.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it really that dangerous?” Roy asked curiously. He knew that monster hordes appeared when monsters gathered together. In addition to having lots of elites, there were even field bosses. Based on what the group of ascenders said, it appeared that monster hordes gave bonus XP and loot. Roy had long noticed that it took much longer to level up than it was at the start. He was currently level 43, and every level took days now. 
 
      
 
    “Should be.” Olivia gave a slight nod. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going.” Jason’s voice came from behind, startling them. 
 
      
 
    Roy spun around. “To the monster horde?” 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded and turned, heading east. Olivia followed after him without a word. Roy sighed. “It should be fine, right?” 
 
      
 
    The twenty-sixth floor through the twenty-ninth floor were a haven for undead monsters. Zombies, skeletons, ghouls, abominations, ghosts, possessed objects, necromancers. All sorts of undead could be found on these floors. These floors were simultaneously popular and unpopular. It took a special type of person to enjoy fighting rotting monsters. Most important was that these floors dropped many spells for mages. Curses and summoning spells were the most attractive. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the previous floors, these floors were dark and dreary. The moon perpetually hung in the sky, dyeing the land blood red. An almost inaudible howling came from the wind, spooking newcomers. 
 
      
 
    Not long after, Jason, Olivia, and Roy entered the boneyard. It was a wasteland littered with broken and debilitated bones. With every step Roy took, there would be a crunch. As they ran deeper into the boneyard, he noticed other ascender groups. Some were running out of the boneyard, their bodies sporting multiple wounds, while others ran deeper inside. When Roy saw one ascender covered in bite marks, he shivered. 
 
      
 
    Roy glanced at Jason, his expression worried. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
      
 
    Jason didn’t respond, though Olivia gave him a look of disdain. Her meaning was clear. If you’re too afraid, then just leave. Roy gritted his teeth, unsure of what to do. Jason was clearly behaving differently. He was reckless. Over the past few months, Roy had learned that Jason was an excessively cautious person. For him to behave like this, something must have happened. 
 
      
 
    An arrow suddenly shot past Roy’s head, snapping him away from his thoughts. He looked up, shocked at what he found. In front of him were thousands of undead. Maybe even tens of thousands. At the edge of the undead army were hundreds of ascenders, fighting with everything they had. 
 
     
 
    To Roy’s dismay, Jason sped up. He pulled out his shield and smashed into the horde of undead, targeting a group of skeletons. Individually they weighed less than fifty pounds, so they were sent flying into the air when they made contact. Jason didn’t stop. He used his superior strength to bulldoze his way deeper into the horde. Olivia was at his back, her daggers flashing. Unwilling to be left behind, Roy clenched his teeth and followed after them. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s charge was stopped when he slammed into an abomination, a giant hulking creature with over five hundred pounds of flesh. As if enraged, Jason growled as his sword bisected the abomination in half. The top half of the abomination fell to the ground with a thud. 
 
      
 
    Five ghouls, small hunchbacked creatures with black wriggling flesh, jumped towards Jason from different directions. Just as they were about to bite into him, a transparent green prism flickered into being with Jason as the center. Bulwark. The ghouls’ attacks were absorbed by the spell. 
 
      
 
    Jason flashed a grim smile as he suddenly spun in place. A thick beam of grey energy shot out of his sword, damaging every monster within fifteen feet. Cleave, stage two. The upgrade cost a hundred battle energy, along with an additional five feet of range. Another two waves of energy blasted outwards, killing nearly a hundred undead. 
 
      
 
    Roy gasped in shock as he witnessed this. He, Olivia, and Jason now stood in an empty circle, right in the middle of the monster horde. Olivia laughed. She charged towards the nearest zombie, attacking five times in less than a second. The zombie’s head was sliced into pieces. In the next moment, the undead next to her dispersed into light. She moved so fast that Roy’s eyes could barely keep up with her. She’s so strong. Has she been holding back this whole time? 
 
      
 
    The ground trembled. Roy looked over and found Jason clashing with an abomination. It wielded a massive cleaver, which Jason blocked with his shield every time. The abomination roared, swinging wildly. As they fought, the once clear circle was again filled with undead. Roy chastised himself for doing nothing and entered the fray. 
 
      
 
    Once he built up enough damage, Jason unleashed Shield Blast, hitting all of the undead in front of him. Jason pushed himself harder as his mind focused on only one thing: strength. I need to get stronger! He had wasted too much time training Roy. Maybe if he had gone all out in improving his strength, he might have been able to convince his father. All he could think about was the massacre of Brazil. Would his father just be another nameless corpse? 
 
      
 
    Jason tried to activate Cleave, yet nothing happened. Face grim, he realized his battle energy was nearly zero. Not only that, he found that his stamina was almost empty. Jason’s mind cleared up. What am I doing? 
 
      
 
    “Look out!” Roy shouted. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes widened in surprise when he found himself flying through the air. The green shield around him cracked before dissipating into nothing. He felt Tank’s anxiety and fear. Jason reached up and pulled Tank into his embrace before curling into a ball. He hit the ground, coughing up a mouthful of blood. 
 
      
 
    He forced down the pain coming from his side and jumped to his feet. Roy appeared at his side in his heritage equipment, holding off the nearby undead. In a moment of clarity, Jason glanced around the battlefield. “Where’s Olivia?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know!” Roy shouted while kicking away a skeleton. “She disappeared a long time ago!” 
 
      
 
    A long time ago? How long have we been fighting? Jason had been thinking about his father. He hadn’t paid attention to the battle and instead let his instincts take over. Jason clutched his side, only to find that his body had almost been cleaved in half. He chuckled bitterly. I’m such a fool.  
 
      
 
    The ground shook. A giant monstrosity stumbled over, a mace in its hands. No wonder I’m in such a bad shape. I was hit by an undead giant. Jason’s face was grim as he read the information of the field boss. Roy stepped in between the giant and Jason, his intent clear. 
 
      
 
    Jason called out, his voice tinged with regret. “Roy, just leave me. Save yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Roy raised his sword. “No!” 
 
      
 
    The giant let out a growl as it slowly made its way over. In response, the other undead pulled back, giving Jason and Roy a wide berth. Sighing heavily, Jason pulled out a health potion and downed it. It restored two hundred health. Barely anything. Unfortunately, potions had a two-minute cooldown. 
 
      
 
    Jason stumbled over to Roy, overcome with disappointment. He had failed. Failed humanity. Over what? The thought of his father dying in Brazil? He failed humanity over that? Failed Roy’s final wish? How foolish. 
 
      
 
    Roy turned to Jason, a grin on his face. “Don’t tell me you’ve given up?” 
 
      
 
    Jason paused. Roy’s eyes were full of life, like that day on the final floor. When all others had given up, Roy was the only one still looking forward. What drives him? Jason didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    Jason patted Roy’s shoulder. “Are you confident in getting us out of here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a bit.” Roy’s answer stunned Jason into silence. “But… I believe you can.” 
 
      
 
    Before Jason could respond, Roy placed his hand against Jason’s chest. Suddenly, a bright yellow light surrounded Roy. Jason’s eyes widened in surprise. Holy magic?! Roy had holy spells this early? How? Realization came over him. Roy was a natural-born.  
 
      
 
    Jason’s health recovered to max in a split second. Only one spell could do this. Lay on Hands. A spell that fully recovered the life of a target in exchange for a hefty fee of mana. The spell had a one-hour cooldown as well. Roy didn’t stop. He plunged his sword in the ground, causing the ground to thrum with yellow light. Consecration. A spell that dealt damage to monsters and healed allies at the same time, as long as you stood upon the holy ground. The duration was dependent on the spell’s grade and level. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s thoughts spun. Skills that favored the sword, and holy magic. If Jason assumed that the skills for the sword were from Roy’s mother, and the holy magic was from Roy’s father, then that could only leave two people. Was Roy’s last name Kraus? 
 
      
 
    As Roy’s mana plummeted, he felt drained. He staggered, nearly falling to the ground. A firm hand helped him stand. Roy glanced over his shoulder. “I’ll leave the rest to you.” 
 
      
 
    Jason handed over Tank. “Just watch.” 
 
      
 
    His health fully recovered, and his stamina and battle energy slightly restored, Jason strode forward to meet the field boss. 
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    The undead giant was the field boss version of a skeleton. Unlike weak skeletons, the undead giant was stronger. Much stronger. Just a single hit from its mace had left a gaping hole in Jason’s side. 
 
      
 
    The undead giant stumbled forward, its foot stepping upon the holy ground. The magic powering the spell caused the undead giant to flinch backwards. Holy magic was the weakness of an undead, so it felt an instinctual fear towards the spell. 
 
      
 
    Jason strode forward calmly as he brandished his sword. He cracked his neck and grinned at the undead giant. “You caught me by surprise last time. It won’t happen again.” 
 
      
 
    As Jason neared, the undead giant roared and raised its mace to the sky before slamming down at Jason’s position. With a calm smile, Jason used Burst as he kicked off the ground. Burst sped up an action by 50%. When he used it to kick off the ground, he disappeared, only to appear at the undead giant’s ankle. Swinging his sword, Jason activated Sever. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud screech as the sword sliced through bone, causing the undead giant to roar in agony. Unfortunately, the sword ran out of energy a third of the way through. Jason clicked his tongue in irritation. A field boss’ body was much tougher than a common monster. He would need to upgrade his sword to increase his damage, or level up the Sever skill if he wanted to sever a field boss’ limb. 
 
      
 
    Wind brushed against Jason’s hair, warning him of the impending attack from above. He jumped backwards, narrowly dodging the undead giant’s hand. The ground shook underneath his feet, but with Jason’s mastery over his body, it wasn’t a problem. He expertly closed in on the undead giant’s right ankle and activated Sever, back to back. His battle energy was nearly depleted, but the result was worth it. 
 
      
 
    The undead giant roared as it fell to the ground, sending dirt and dust into the air. Jason took this chance and weaved in between the undead giant’s rib cage, sending out attack after attack. His sword only left shallow white marks against the hard bone, but even so, the undead giant’s health fell. 
 
      
 
    Feeling waves of pain coming from inside its body, the undead giant reached through its ribs with its hand, grasping wildly. Jason ducked underneath the hand, not forgetting to attack as he did. A game of tag began, much to the undead giant’s horror. It could only watch as its health fell, and soon it dispersed into light, revealing Jason within. 
 
      
 
    A few ability books dropped, which Jason promptly picked up before running over to Roy. 
 
      
 
    During the past minute, Roy’s headache subsided somewhat. He smiled brightly as he handed Tank over to Jason. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
      
 
    “All thanks to you.” Jason placed Tank on his head before giving Roy a pat on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Roy glanced around. Now that the undead giant’s influence over the weaker undead was gone, they were closing in on them. Thousands of them. Roy’s mana and stamina were spent,  and to make matters worse, consecration’s duration ran out. He chuckled bitterly. “Well, we put up a good fight, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Jason gave him a sly grin. “Isn’t getting out quite easy?” 
 
      
 
    Roy looked up at Jason in confusion, unable to understand what he meant. Weren’t they in the middle of the undead army? How was it easy to get out?  
 
      
 
    Jason pointed to the sky. 
 
      
 
    As realization dawned upon Roy, Jason jumped into the air and summoned his glider. He immediately activated Air Burst, sending him further up into the sky. Roy slapped his head. “How come I didn’t think of that?” 
 
      
 
    Just as the undead closed in on Roy, he jumped up and copied Jason. Together, they flew over the undead horde. Roy gulped as he saw the seemingly endless army. He even spotted a few field bosses. Is this the power of a monster horde? I can’t believe we charged in headfirst.  
 
      
 
    Slowly but surely, they were getting closer to the ground. Thankfully, by the time they were just about to collide into the undead, Air Burst came off cooldown. In this manner, they made it to the edge of the undead horde. Jason unsummoned his glider and landed on the ground with a soft thud.  
 
      
 
    Together, Roy and Jason ran from the undead army. Only when their stamina was depleted did they turn around to take a look. Roy sighed heavily. “How is it possible to wipe out such a big army?” 
 
      
 
    The ground began to tremble. At first it was soft, but as the seconds passed, it grew stronger and stronger. Roy glanced around in confusion. “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Jason’s expression grew solemn. “Watch closely.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Roy spotted something. His eyes widened in awe as he witnessed the sight before him. Over a thousand ascenders rode on armored warhorses towards the undead army. Hundreds more flew above on gliders. All of the ascenders flying held either a bow, wand, or staff. All of the ascenders shared one thing in common. They had the symbol of a tattered flag on their armor. As the ascender army drew closer to the undead horde, they lit up with light. Spells that buffed stats were cast, defensive skills were activated, and weapons were drawn. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening?” Roy exclaimed. When he had entered the undead horde earlier, he saw hundreds of other ascenders composed of small groups. Never before had he seen such a coordinated effort. 
 
      
 
    Jason narrowed his eyes as he inspected the tattered flag. “That’s the upper-tier guild, Vengeance.” 
 
      
 
    “Vengeance?” Roy made sure to remember the name. 
 
      
 
    The ascender army’s momentum picked up as they pushed their warhorses to the limit. In only a matter of seconds both armies would collide. Just as it was about to happen, the ascenders that flew on gliders made their move. A wave of arrows and elemental spells rained down from above, wreaking havoc among the undead army. 
 
      
 
    Like a knife through butter, the warhorses encountered no resistance as they charged forward. Underneath the ascender army, skeletons fell apart and zombies were crushed. They were an unstoppable force. 
 
      
 
    Roy couldn’t believe how easy the undead army was falling. His eyes glittered as he muttered. “That’s crazy! How much XP are they getting?” 
 
      
 
    The amount of damage he, Jason, and Olivia had dealt to the undead horde was nothing compared to Vengeance’s army. They were simply no match. Roy began to imagine himself leading an army of elite ascenders through armies of monsters, all bearing the symbol of his guild. 
 
      
 
    Jason frowned as he watched Vengeance’s army tear apart the undead. This was the power of a guild. As it stood right now, only a few individuals had the power to match a guild, and that was only middle-tier guilds. No single ascender had the power to face an upper-tier guild or top-tier guild by themselves. Only after several more decades would the gap between the top ascenders and guilds narrow. 
 
      
 
    That was several decades that Jason couldn’t afford to wait for. He needed to increase his power beyond that of a top-tier guild in less than five years. Maybe that's why he pushed himself so hard. Why he so recklessly charged into the undead army. Monster hordes gave a vast amount of XP, true, but they were incredibly dangerous. Jason berated himself. If he pushed himself so hard that he lost his life, everything was lost. He needed to stay within his limits. For himself, and for humanity. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you guys are alive.” Olivia’s voice sounded from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Roy turned, at first delighted that Olivia was safe and sound, and then furious. “Where did you go?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shrugged. “I left when I realized how reckless you two were being.” 
 
      
 
    Roy stamped his foot. “You just abandoned us without a word. We’re a guild! That isn’t how a family should treat each other.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia sneered in derision. “Since when did I say I’d sacrifice myself for the guild? Don’t be mistaken. A guild is just a way to increase efficiency. A family? Hah! Ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s cheeks turned red from anger. Just as he was about to snap back, Jason sent him a message through the communication necklace. “This is my fault, not hers. Besides, you’re being unreasonable. You can’t expect her to think of our guild as a family when she just joined. These things take time. Years, even.” 
 
      
 
    Roy paused. He cared deeply about Jason’s opinion, so he thought it over. Perhaps he was being unreasonable. Still, whether he was right or wrong, he still looked down on Olivia for abandoning them without a single word. Roy turned away. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced back and forth between Roy and Olivia. He shook his head as he sighed inwardly. It seems Roy is taking this guild thing more seriously than I thought. A family, huh? 
 
      
 
    Olivia turned to Jason. “I don’t know what you were thinking, charging into the horde like that. Do you think you’re invincible?” 
 
      
 
    Jason smiled bitterly. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I’m better now, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” Olivia mused for a moment. “I’ve been together with you for a little over a week now, yet you haven’t trained me a single time. Are you going to hold up your end of the bargain or not?” 
 
      
 
    Jason chuckled to himself. She’s still the same as before. Olivia was someone who placed herself before anybody else. To her, a guild was just a way to gain benefits. Her ideology and Roy’s were completely at odds with each other. 
 
      
 
    Just as he was about to respond, his father’s voice rang in his mind. “Hey. I’m holed up in a cave on the fourth floor. Things, uh, aren’t looking good on my end. I just wanted to say I’m proud of you, Jason. Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    The world faded to black as the message from his father repeated over and over again. Jason staggered backwards, his heart on the verge of exploding. He couldn’t believe it. He didn’t dare to. His worst fears had come to pass; his father would just become another corpse in Brazil’s tower. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Roy stepped forward in concern when he noticed Jason’s face was as white as a sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
    Only after several moments did Jason recover. He tried sending a message to his father, but there was no response. He clenched his teeth. He’s still alive! Just because he didn’t respond didn’t mean he was dead. It just meant he was busy fighting. How could his father die so soon? Jason had just returned to the past. He could fix everything. Everyone would be happy! 
 
      
 
    Roy clasped Jason’s shoulder. “Hey, what’s going on? Why won’t you talk?” 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes were red as he struggled to respond. “My father… he needs my help. His life is in danger!” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Roy’s eyes narrowed as he gripped his sword, ready for battle. 
 
      
 
    Jason pulled out a scroll and shook his head. “You can’t come.” 
 
      
 
    Roy wilted from the denial. “Is it because I’m too weak? You think I’ll hold you back?” 
 
      
 
    Jason didn’t want to waste any time, but when he saw Roy’s expression, he paused to offer an explanation. “My father is in the military. Are you prepared to kill other humans?” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes widened in surprise. He didn’t respond. Jason unfurled the scroll, activating it. “I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Jason disappeared in a flash of light. Roy turned around, only to see Olivia disappear as well. He looked at the ground and muttered. “Killing humans…?” 
 
      
 
    Roy clenched his hands. He could kill monsters, sure, but humans?  
 
      
 
    As Roy was left to his thoughts, Jason rushed towards the restaurant he normally ate at, the place he showed Roy. He ordered a few meals, paying extra to make it fast, and stored it in his inventory. Then he made his way to the stables near the entrance of the city. He used Burst consecutively to increase his speed. When he arrived, he bought the fastest horse they sold before making his way to the Rayd kingdom. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Jason jumped off the exhausted horse and entered the capital of the kingdom. He made his way to the portal leading to the previous floor. Just before he was about to enter, he quickly downed one of the meals he’d purchased earlier. His stamina now regenerated two hundred percent faster for four hours, among other buffs. 
 
      
 
    Jason arrived on the same floor, except that it was in Brazil’s tower. He turned in the direction of the other portal and spared no stamina as he ran as fast as he could. His surroundings were a blur, although he could see a few ascenders fighting here and there. He only had one thought as he ran. Faster! He had to go faster! 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the buffs provided by the food, Jason arrived on the fourth floor not even twelve hours later. The closer he got to the lower floors, the more fighting between ascenders there was. When they saw how fast he ran, they gave up the notion of chasing him. 
 
      
 
    Jason paused as he took in the sight before him. Thousands of ascenders fought one another to the death. Among the cacophony of shouting and screaming, there was the occasional flash of light, signifying the death of an ascender. The ground was covered in loot. If someone picked up every drop, they would make thousands of gold. 
 
      
 
    Jason took a deep breath as he imagined his father fighting in this mess. He didn’t give up hope. He had spent a vast sum of money to outfit his father in the best gear, so if anybody could survive this chaos, it was him. He recalled his father’s last message. I’m holed up in a cave. The fourth floor had over a hundred caves lining each side of the ravine, so finding his father would be like searching for a needle in a haystack. Thankfully, his father would most likely be wearing heritage armor. It was dyed black, so it was easily recognizable. 
 
      
 
    With his mind made up, Jason kicked off the ground and jumped onto a large boulder. The floor was filled with them, allowing Jason to avoid the ascenders below as he made his way through the ravine. His eyes darted left and right, searching. Searching for that black armor.  
 
      
 
    When Jason landed on the next boulder, he paused in disbelief. There he was. A man wielding a two-handed sword, equipped in large black armor, fighting in front of a cave. Jason’s heart finally relaxed as he let out a smile. He thought it might take forever to find his father, but it looked like luck was on his side. 
 
      
 
    Jumping madly, Jason made his way over to the cave which overlooked the ravine. When he landed, he called out. “Father!” 
 
      
 
    His shout didn’t reach his father’s ears. Jason smiled lightly. There was so much screaming and shouting, how could his father hear him? He waited until his father killed the ascender in front of him before running over. He tapped his father’s shoulder. “Dad, thank god you’re all right.” 
 
      
 
    His father turned, startled. 
 
      
 
    “Dad?” Jason’s smile faltered as he glanced into the eyes of a stranger. A middle-aged Chinese man. 
 
      
 
    “Poor kid, you must have gone crazy. I’ll put you out of your misery.” The Chinese man raised his two-handed sword high overhead. 
 
      
 
    Jason ignored the sword threatening to chop his head off. Instead, he glanced at the man’s fingers. There, ten rings glittered brightly. One was a high-quality inventory ring, while the others were unmistakably the rings he’d purchased for his father not long ago. Everything suddenly snapped into place. His father was dead. Jason had arrived too late. The man before him had killed his father and looted his gear. Who wouldn’t? It was heritage armor after all. As Jason realized this, he closed his eyes as tears fell down his cheek. 
 
      
 
    There was a clang as the greatsword bounced off Jason’s neck. A thin red line was left behind, nothing more. Jason’s defense was too great. It was already a miracle that the Chinese man could wound him. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” The Chinese man staggered backwards from the recoil. He was no foot soldier, was actually a high-ranking soldier with incredible talent. He immediately knew that Jason was a higher level than him, much higher. “Why is someone like you on the lower floors? Shouldn’t you be fighting up top?” 
 
      
 
    The Chinese man called for backup as he stepped backward, eyeing Jason warily. In a matter of seconds, Jason was surrounded on all sides. The Chinese man shouted. “Careful! He’s around level thirty, maybe forty!” 
 
      
 
    As the soldiers inched closer to Jason, his eyes suddenly snapped open. Strangely, a grey mist covered his eyes. Jason clenched his hands as he faced the sky, letting out a hoarse scream filled with anguish and rage. In response, a grey energy exploded out from Jason’s body, enveloping every ascender within thirty feet. 
 
      
 
    The light dimmed from the soldier’s eyes as they collapsed to the ground and dispersed into light. Only the man in heritage armor was left, and yet even he fell to one knee. His body was covered in sweat as he gasped for breath. “What was that? Magic?” 
 
      
 
    Jason slowly lowered his head and glanced around in confusion. When he released his emotions, he felt the battle energy inside of him leave his body. At the same time, he felt incredibly weak. Only when he read the notifications in front of him did he realize what had happened. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Battle Energy is reacting to your will. Due to your actions, you are activating a skill that you have yet to unlock. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning! 
    
  You are forcibly activating a skill without having the required Battle Physique purity. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Due to a lack of Battle Energy, another source of energy must be consumed. 15 levels have been taken to cast the skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have unlocked the Willpower stat. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have unlocked the Killing Intent skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Killing Intent 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unleash Battle Energy to target souls in your surroundings, suppressing or outright destroying them. Damage is based on your Willpower stat. Battle Energy consumed is based on how many targets you choose to attack. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
A pleasant surprise. The cost of unlocking the skill dropped him to level 23, but killing all of the ascenders in his surroundings gave him a hefty sum of XP. Each ascender was worth more than an elite monster. He ended up at level 28. 
 
      
 
    His battle energy was nearly depleted after a single use of the skill, so it couldn’t be used consecutively. Having a soul-based skill this early was something that would normally leave Jason pleased. Right now, when he looked down at his father’s killer, he just couldn’t find himself in the mood to celebrate.  
 
      
 
    The Chinese man fought against the piercing pain in his mind as he struggled to his feet. The man before him was too strong. He knew he would die here. Even so, he was curious. He glanced up at Jason. “Would you mind telling me the name of the skill you used?” 
 
      
 
    Jason ignored the question. There was still a bubbling rage that devoured his thoughts. It told him one thing.  
 
      
 
    Kill. Kill. Kill! 
 
      
 
    Jason clasped the man’s neck. He wanted to slowly squeeze the life from him. Grey energy rose from Jason’s hand and wrapped around the man’s neck, as if responding to his will. A moment later, the black heritage armor dropped to the ground with a thud, followed by the jewelry. 
 
      
 
    Jason glanced down in shock. In that last moment, the grey energy had cut through the man’s throat like butter. Jason thought that battle energy was only a resource used to activate skills, but it looked like it could be manipulated by a strong will. 
 
      
 
    A nearby Chinese ascender noticed Jason and charged over with a fierce battle cry. Jason raised his hand and pointed. He channeled his rage and grief through his finger. Battle energy shot out like a bullet. Shaped by Jason’s will, it formed into a sword and sliced straight through the man’s neck, decapitating him. 
 
      
 
    A demonic grin spread across Jason’s face. He pointed at another ascender, not caring if they were American or Chinese. After a moment, he frowned in displeasure. It looked like freely manipulating battle energy like that came at a high cost. He didn’t have any battle energy left. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging, he knelt down. For a brief second, sadness flashed him, but he forced it down and put on his father’s heritage armor and jewelry. His stats skyrocketed, more so than ever before.  
 
      
 
    Still burning with rage and anger, he turned towards the center of battle and strode forward. Today he would bathe in blood. He didn’t give a damn about anything else. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    A familiar figure appeared like a ghost in front of Jason, blocking his path. Jason slid to a halt. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia folded her arms over her chest and shrugged. “I was planning on helping if you needed it.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia had followed after Jason the entire time, but he hadn’t noticed. He was too focused on his father. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s voice was hoarse as he replied, “Too late for that.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia didn’t reply. For a moment, both sides stared at each other as the battle waged on around them.  
 
      
 
    Jason’s patience was running thin. “Move out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes. “What do you plan on doing? Venting your grief on these people?” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” Jason stepped forward. “What does that have to do with you?” 
 
      
 
    A flash of sorrow passed through Olivia’s eyes as she replied. “Should you choose to go down this path, you’ll regret it.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” Jason took another step forward. He didn’t give a damn about the consequences. 
 
      
 
    Olivia raised her daggers in front of her as she lowered her posture. “Every time you kill, it must be justified. What is your justification?” 
 
      
 
    Jason faltered as a flicker of hesitation passed through his mind. What was his justification if he killed these soldiers? Venting? Was that enough? The moment of clarity passed as grief once again overcame him. He growled. “Move out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia dug her feet into the ground and took a deep breath. Her intent was clear. Jason muttered. “So be it.” 
 
      
 
    A formless energy expanded out from Jason’s body and enveloped Olivia. Her expression fell as her very being was assaulted. It was like needles were prickling her mind, threatening to destroy it. What is this spell? Quickly, her powerful tolerance for pain and torture rose up, solidifying her mind. The pain subsided, now barely noticeable. 
 
      
 
    When she recovered, Jason was upon her, his sword already a foot away from her neck. Instead of activating a defensive skill or teleporting behind Jason by using his shadow, she did the unthinkable. She lowered her daggers. 
 
      
 
    Jason mind thundered with shock. He had no intentions of killing Olivia, not with the history they had. He had just planned on roughing her up a bit. As soon as he saw her lower her guard, he froze to a halt.  
 
      
 
    A trickle of blood dripped down Olivia’s neck. He had just barely been able to stop in time, thanks to his mastery over his body. Sighing heavily, Jason seemed to age several years. “Tell Roy to continue ascending the tower. Protect him for me, won’t you? I need some time alone.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Jason pulled out a scroll and ripped it to pieces. His body disappeared in a flash of light. Olivia stood there, half in satisfaction at stopping Jason, and half in disbelief at herself. Since when had she put her life in harm’s way for someone she just met? Was it because she didn’t want him to follow a path she once took? But if that was the case, that meant she was actually looking out for someone other than herself. It was a foreign feeling. 
 
      
 
    Olivia noticed several soldiers approaching her, their weapons at the ready. Sighing lightly, she copied Jason and disappeared in a flash of light. A few hours later, she stood in front of Roy and explained the situation. 
 
      
 
    “I see.” Roy stared up at the sky with an expression of sorrow. “His father died, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia suddenly realized something. Jason still hadn’t begun her training and she already tried to sacrifice her life for him. She stared at the sky and fell silent. 
 
      
 
    A few days later, outside of the tower, Jason stood in front of a blazing fire. Underneath the flames, a rundown one-story house could be seen. There was a faint smile on his face. There was still a chance to save his father. A wish, given when completing the final floor of the tower. “Dad, don’t worry. I’ll save you.” 
 
      
 
    Jason winced. He glanced down at his hand and chuckled. “Too bad I’m not a masochist.” 
 
      
 
    Shockingly, small grey needles repeatedly stabbed into Jason’s arm as he watched his father’s house burn down. The needles were made from battle energy and formed by his will. In this way, he was able to consistently deal damage to himself and raise defensive skills like Troll Regeneration, Earth Armor, and Reflection. Interestingly, Reflection didn’t deal damage when he attacked himself. A loophole he would take advantage of. 
 
      
 
    This was an idea he came up with during the past few days when he sat in the living room of his father’s house. Mutilating oneself to raise skills wasn’t a foreign concept to Jason. The reason why he hadn’t done it sooner was because it generally wasn’t efficient enough. Now though, with battle energy at his beck and call, he used it to much success. 
 
      
 
    To Jason’s surprise, manipulating battle energy was much harder than it looked. There was the quantity used, and then the shape and form that it took. All of this had to be processed continuously and left no room for his mind to focus on other things. Basically, this meant he couldn’t move his body and manipulate battle energy at the same time. At least not yet. 
 
      
 
    Jason thought back to a few days ago, when Olivia had lowered her weapons. I thought she was the same as back then, but I was wrong. She’s different. More empathetic? The Olivia of his past was a callous and cold assassin that had no qualms about murdering others. The Olivia of now looked cold, but on the inside, she still had a heart. This only left Jason confused. What happened in her life for her to change so drastically? 
 
      
 
    A soft cry broke him away from his thoughts. Jason raised his hand and patted Tank’s small head. “What is it? Hungry?” 
 
      
 
    Imagery of food appeared in Jason’s mind. Except to Jason, it wasn’t food at all. It was actually armor. Jason grimaced. “You eat armor?” 
 
      
 
    Tank nodded her head. Jason buried his head in his hands. “Why is it like this?” 
 
      
 
    Tank’s species was called battle turtle. Did that mean she was partially created by battle energy? If that was the case, then could she extract battle energy from armor like he could extract battle energy from weapons? 
 
      
 
    Jason sighed at the thought of spending even more money on equipment. He chuckled to himself. “What a strange pair we are.” 
 
      
 
    Tank tilted her head as a wave of confusion assaulted Jason. 
 
      
 
    The blaring of sirens sounded in the distance. Jason shrugged. “Time to go!” 
 
      
 
    With that, he fled the premises. 
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